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ABSTRACT
Stakem, Kathryn A. Ed. D. The University of Memphis. May 2013. Investigation
of the Perceptions of Success among Charter School Teachers as it Relates to Student
Achievement. Major Professor: Dr. Jeffrey Byford.
The purpose of the study was to examine the perceptions of success among
charter school teachers, along with their beliefs and self-efficacy, as it relates to student
achievement. The researcher studied the successes of teachers based on their personal
experience. The primary questions were designed to investigate teacher perceptions of
their experiences and beliefs on achievement. The questions also addressed the influence
that the charter school structure had on these beliefs and expectations.
The participants in this study included 15 middle school teachers currently
working in urban charter schools. A phenomenological study was conducted to gather
information using the following research questions: (1) What are teachers’ experiences in
the classroom as related to successful teaching and strategy implementation? (2) What are
charter school teachers’ perceptions of success? (3) What are the benefits of spending
more academic time at school? (4) What are the benefits of using data-driven
instructional strategies?
Four themes emerged from the data collected from the 15 teachers: (1)
Differentiated learning and instruction through multiple intelligences promotes active
participation and success for all students. (2) School culture and support promotes
success. (3) Quantity of instruction does not always equate to quality of instruction. (4)
Reflection on action research of student mastery of material dictates pedagogy.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
The purpose of the current investigation is to examine the perceptions of success
among charter school teachers, along with their beliefs and self-efficacy as it relates to
student achievement. No Child Left Behind (2001) legislation has dramatically increased
the importance of data-driven student achievement and school accountability.
Consequently, there is more pressure on teachers and students to perform at high levels
on state-mandated tests. As the focus on school and teacher accountability intensifies,
school reform is once again becoming a significant factor in the realm of education. It is
difficult to determine exactly what makes a teacher effective in the classroom, but as
cited by Peterson, Marx, and Clark (1978), there is much to be learned from viewing the
process of teaching from a teacher’s perspective. Charter schools are a large part of this
reform and are growing in number as changes in legislation make it possible for more of
these schools to open.
According to Renzulli and Roscigno (2005), “As early as 1990, no state had
legislation that allowed for the founding of charter schools. Yet, by the end of the decade,
37 states had passed charter school legislation, and nearly 2,000 charter schools had been
established” (pp. 344345). In this state, the number of charter schools increased from 10
in 2009 to 22 schools in 2010 (Tennessee Charter School Association, n.d.). This growth
is attributed to a change in state law that raised the cap on charter schools from 50 in the
state to 90, with an added requirement that 35 of those are within the city of Memphis
(Federal Programs: Title IV, Part B-Public Charter Schools, n.d.).

1

Based on the evolution of education, charter schools can be traced back to the
following movements: (1) the Common School Movement, (2) the progressive education
and innovative schools movement, and (3) the charter school movement of the 1990s.
The common school era, which began in the 1830s, saw the transition from informal
schooling to “formal, institutionalized education” (Altenbaugh, 2002, p. 69). The
progressive era, lasting from 1890 to 1920, was considered the time period in which the
philosophical and institutional framework of modern schools appeared (Altenbaugh,
2002). In the early 1990s, charter schools were formed (Buckley & Schneider, 2007).
These charter schools were publicly funded and allowed to govern themselves (Buckley
& Schneider, 2007). It is also important to acknowledge that education prior to these
three eras influenced later changes in education.
Origins of American education can be traced back to Native American education
systems that focused on common practices, such as economic skills to help with farming,
cultural heritage centered on storytelling, and spiritual awareness (Altenbaugh, 2002). In
these Native American societies, children learned by “doing,” and school and play were
equally important (Altenbaugh, 2002). European influences began to infiltrate these
education systems and clashed with the ideas of the Native American culture. The focus
shifted to religion, and the division between male and female education became apparent.
In 1793, Spain released a royal decree to establish public school systems in the United
States; these systems were developed for men working in religious sectors. However, this
focus on religion left the family with most of the educational burden. Almost all
education occurred within the home, and literacy was not a priority. In the year 1670,
only 60% of men and 33% of women could write (Altenbaugh, 2002).
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The ideas of Webster, Jefferson, Locke, and Comenius all contributed to the early
period in education, and traces of their ideas were visible as America moved into the
Common School Era. The natural and social theories of both Locke and Comenius can be
found in the educational movements of American history and the scientific, liberal, and
rational trends that were especially noticeable in the work of Webster and Locke. Today,
Webster is known for writing the dictionary, but at the end of the 18th century and
moving into the 19th century, he was a strong force in the education community. Webster
believed that religion was essential to education but that the need for free education for
all American children could not be ignored (Pulliam & van Patten, 2003). Similarly,
according to Pulliam and van Patten (2003), Jefferson argued that “no democratic society
is safe without an educated population” (p. 113). His bill, Bill for More General
Diffusion of Knowledge, was directly linked to the evolution of free education (Pulliam
& van Patten, 2003).
The Common School
Early nationalism largely influenced the need for literacy education, and there was
a need to instill a sense of civic duty in early American citizens. Thomas Jefferson played
a pivotal role in the incarnation of education systems that closely resemble the education
systems of today (Altenbaugh, 2002). In 1779, Jefferson developed the Bill for the More
General Diffusion of Knowledge with two main goals: (1) to raise the literacy rate and
(2) to create an enlightened form of leadership. With the formation of this new political
system in America, it became necessary for political figures to have a sound education.
This push led to the formation of common schools and a need for free public education
(Altenbaugh, 2002).
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Along with Thomas Jefferson’s contributions, the work and ideas of Horace Mann
also influenced education and the common school movement. Though Mann met quite a
bit of opposition, he was able to leave his post as secretary of the state board of
Massachusetts. Mann’s work in Massachusetts helped build a solid foundation for the
Common School Movement, which ultimately led to its success (Rippa, 1997).
The education of minority groups also became an area of interest to Horace Mann,
who was a champion of free education for everyone, including minorities (Pulliam & van
Patten, 2003). With Mann’s influence, the American education system became the power
that many people believed would unite the United States. According to Pulliam and van
Patten (2003), “Economic, social, racial, ethnic, and religious diversity were to be
subsumed under one democratic system of education that would unite all the people into
a single indivisible nation” (pp. 148149). Although Mann’s ideas were not fully realized
at this time, they did lead into the Progressive Education Movement, which continued to
focus on equality in education.
During the Common School Movement, the beginnings of state school funding
and the instatement of superintendents arose. As the need for educational funding
increased, it became clear that all state and local residents should be taxed. In the 1830s,
many schools only received funding based on “rate bills,” these bills permitting public
schools to levy a tax on the parents of the children enrolled in these schools. This tax
created financial hardships for the families and added to the stigma of charity being
associated with public schools. Political leaders worked hard to change this perception;
eventually, three principles were established that would become the foundation for public
education:
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The first principle was that education was a primary responsibility of the state
instead of an obligation traditionally assumed by the family. The second principle,
and a corollary of the first, was that the state had both the right and the power to
raise through taxation on a citizen’s property sufficient funds for school support.
Finally…the bitter struggle for free schools established the important principle of
a nonsectarian, publicly supported school system open to all youth, regardless of
creed or financial status. (Rippa, 1997, p. 106)
An important milestone was reached in the year 1827 with the passing of the
Massachusetts Law of 1827 (Rippa, 1997). This act “required the establishment of a taxsupported high school in all towns or districts of five hundred or more families” (p. 105).
When this law was established, the country saw the emergence of public high schools,
and by 1865, the nation was committed to free secondary education (Rippa, 1997).
Progressive Education
The Progressive Education Movement, lasting from 1890 to 1920, steered the
education system away from the family and closer to schools as we know them today.
According to Altenbaugh (2002): “In 1880, an American averages less than three full
years of schooling. Only 1 million school-aged children attended the public schools that
year. By 1920, the figure had climbed to 21 million” (p. 218). As the number of children
enrolled in schools increased, disparities in minority education and female education
became more noticeable.
Jane Addams played a pivotal role in the evolution of schools during the
Progressive Education Movement. Addams was a strong advocate for the addition of
character education in schools and insisted that schools teach more than reading and
writing (Rippa, 1997). Addams’s landmark development, the Hull House, was purposely
built in the 19th ward of the city of Chicago—most of the residents were immigrants,
who comprised three-fourths of Chicago’s population.
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Addams’s ideas and the creation of the Hull House ultimately led to John
Dewey’s view on democracy and science, which “…embodied the progressivist hope that
intelligent social actions would generate the American people critical thought and
individual determination” (Rippa, 1997, p. 143). Dewey was considered a pragmatist, and
he focused on core curriculum and student-centered learning that revolved around the
interest of the student (Pulliam & van Patten, 2003). All of these ideas have had lasting
relevance to our educational systems, and threads of this influence were seen throughout
the 1900s.
As the United States weathered the Great Depression, the Cold War, and World
War II, education continued to evolve, and class issues became more noticeable.
Academic qualifications became more of a necessity, and ideals were voiced with more
clarity. During the post-Civil War years, the theory of evolution facilitated more change
and altered the outlook of educational leaders. This move towards science, combined
with more “European” ideologies, dramatically changed the outlook of public schools,
and traditional theories were also changed (Rippa, 1997). According to Pulliam and van
Patten (2003), Dr. Charles Prosser pointed out that “high schools failed to meet the needs
of the 60 percent of the students who were not being trained for a vocational skill” (p.
212). Schools began to focus on programs that helped students learn a trade, more
specifically, skills that would help students succeed during the times of unrest in the
country.
The events leading up to the Civil War are similar to the current condition of
racial inequality in the United States. African American people continue to struggle for
equality, and things such as economic depressions and social and ethical conflict continue
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to be issues (Pulliam & van Patten, 2003). All of these factors shape our education
system, including the public school system. These factors have also shaped the way
charter schools operate today, as well as the teaching methods that are used within these
schools.
The Standards Movement and A Nation at Risk
Shortly after World War II, the United States entered an era in which public
schools were criticized for easing up on rigor and lowering expectations. It was argued
that the United States was falling behind other countries. The Russian launch of Sputnik
only mitigated these fears and caused more controversy regarding public schools and the
‘decay’ of education in the United States (Bracey, 1997). As the government became
more involved in public education the implementation of academic standards became
increasingly important, and continued to gain momentum through the 1980’s and into the
1990’s.
The nation became increasingly negative about the direction of public education,
and the appearance of A Nation at Risk in 1983 exacerbated the situation. A Nation at
Risk called for increasing standards, more rigorous courses, and longer school years. This
government document was highly critical and highlighted the notion the schools were
indeed ‘failing’ (Berliner & Biddle, 1995). It has been argued that many of the reports of
this time, including those in A Nation at Risk, were flawed and only served to exaggerate
the situation in a political effort to gain the public’s support. It was reported that
standardized test data revealed declining scores; however a study by Berliner and Biddle
(1995) refuted this assertion by investigating recent scores on the Scholastic Aptitude
Test (SAT). They determined there was not a decline, instead finding there was a pattern
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of growth. As the nation moved into the Reagan and Bush administrations, the call for
school reform continued to grow, and the focus on innovative and charter schools
increased.
Innovative Schools and the Charter School Movement of the 1990s
Examining the evolution of charter schools helps to define the goals of such
schools and the premise upon which they were built. Charter schools can be defined as
“public schools formed by parents, teachers, administrators, or other interested parties to
provide innovative learning environments with reduced bureaucratic regulations”
(Pulliam & van Patten, 2003, p. 381). Innovative schools were the precursors to charter
schools and were first established in the late 1960s and early 1970s by educators who
determined that new methods of teaching were needed (Hart, 2000). Today, charter
schools still embrace the philosophy that they must “think outside the box” when
educating students, as there is not a clear educational blueprint that works for all students.
Ray Budde approached charter schools with this idea in mind, and Albert Shankar
quickly followed suit by presenting the idea to legislatures
(http://www.charterschoolcenter.org/). Charter schools continue to take this approach as
their administrators research and implement new approaches to education. Although
charter school legislation was not enacted until 1991 (in the state of Minnesota), more
than 29 states have approved the opening of charter schools (Hart, 2000).
Context of the Problem
Teachers within any school are charged with relaying information to students and
ensuring that students are in fact learning the material. Knowing the ways that successful
teachers implement strategies, plan lessons, and prepare for lesson execution may provide
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a new set of options for underperforming schools and their teachers to utilize in their
efforts to help children succeed academically. Teacher beliefs and self-efficacy contribute
to teacher success and should be examined in conjunction with the strategies that are
being implemented in classrooms (Tschannen-Moran, Hoy, & Hoy, 1998). Teachers are
not simply expressing their beliefs to students, but they are using those beliefs to shape
their lessons and the strategies that are used while teaching those lessons. Because the
goal of the charter school is to implement new and/or different strategies, teachers’
beliefs and self-efficacy may be altered. Tschannen-Moran et al. (1998) cited that change
is difficult, even when targeted at improvement:
Initially, implementation of change has a negative effect on teachers’ personal
efficacy…However, as teachers develop new strategies to cope with changes and
gain evidence of improved student learning, their personal teaching efficacy
increases. (pp. 236-237)
Teachers are central to the Charter School Movement. They are called upon to
create their own curriculum, school culture, and disciplinary systems. Their beliefs and
viewpoints must be considered as they continue to face opposition from unionized
teachers. The current study will examine the influence that a teacher’s beliefs and selfefficacy have on the implementation of lessons and the strategies that shape those lessons
within the charter school setting.
It should be noted that different teachers bring different perspectives to the
classroom. By examining these different ideas and perspectives, the breadth of these
strategies and experiences that influence student achievement will also be examined. The
increased focus on test scores has resulted in decreased attention on the teacher and the
experiences that shape the teacher. According to Tschannen-Moran et al. (1998), this is
the opposite of what teachers need. Rising standards are challenging teachers’ existing
9

beliefs about their own effectiveness. To cope with this, there must be a focus on new
strategies to help teachers handle the changes and improve student learning (TschannenMora et al., 1998). To increase student performance on standardized tests, researchers
must holistically examine the teacher and also the individual components contributing to
the “whole” teacher.
Statement of the Problem
Data collected from a state report card of a large urban school system located in a
southeastern state showed that the majority of charter schools have outperformed schools
in the district and, in some cases, in the state
(http://www.tn.gov/education/research/index.shtml). Charter schools have autonomy
from the district’s school board and are able to make their own decisions about
curriculum, hiring, discipline, and funding. The current study will focus specifically on
the teachers at charter schools and the teaching strategies they believe lead to increased
student achievement.
More specifically, this study will investigate the beliefs and practices of charter
school teachers and the roles they feel they are playing in increasing student levels of
achievement. “Charter schools…are characterized by an autonomy-accountability
tradeoff. In exchange for exemption from most state education regulations, they must
demonstrate satisfactory student achievement” (Ferraiolo, Hess, Maranto, & Milliman,
2004, p. 209). Specific differences in charter schools, such as extended days and
extended school years, influence both teachers and students. Charter schools have
become another means of educating students who would otherwise be enrolled in lowperforming schools, and as more states approve charter school openings, the number of
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charter schools is increasing. Charter schools generally have smaller enrollment, which
results in smaller class sizes and longer days and school years; this further results in more
instructional time (“US Charter Schools,” n.d.). Teachers in charter schools are charged
with using this extra time to drastically improve student achievement and to move
students effectively from one level to the next.
Existing literature on charter school effectiveness is limited, especially because, in
their current form, these academic institutions are a relatively new entity. Current
literature is focused on the structure of the schools and the extended school schedules, but
few studies are directed toward the teachers in these schools. Ferraiolo et al. (2004)
investigated the attitudes of all teachers toward school choice and charter schools in
general. Findings from the Ferraiolo et al. study indicated that teachers who knew
nothing about charter schools were inclined to disagree with the fundamental ideas within
them. In contrast, the teachers within charter schools or those who knew someone
teaching at a charter school were more likely to agree with school choice and the efforts
that charter schools are making (Ferraiolo et al., 2004).
The intrinsic differences in charter schools emerge from their structured
environment and autonomy (“US Charter Schools,” n.d.). Teachers are not immune to
this autonomy and are able to plan their curriculum with more freedom than are teachers
who teach in regular (noncharter) public school settings. This, in turn, may influence
teacher efficacy, beliefs, and the strategies employed in classrooms. Charter school
teachers should be studied to provide some insight into what they do to garner significant
improvement in their classrooms. Such information may allow all teachers to evaluate
how their self-efficacy, beliefs, and classroom practices positively or negatively influence
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student achievement. The intent of the current study is to provide data on teacher-driven
student achievement, as it is clear that “any benefits from innovation will depend heavily
on…school teachers’ receptiveness to techniques developed in schools of choice”
(Ferraiolo et al., 2004, p. 5).
Definitions of Terms
The following terms will be used throughout the current study, with definitions as
shown:
Average yearly progress (AYP): Expectations for growth in student achievement
that is continuous and substantial, such that all students are proficient in reading/language
arts and mathematics no later than 20132014.
Charter school: A nonsectarian school operating under contract with a public
entity to provide an alternative program of education within the public education system.
The “charter” is a contract that spells out the terms of operation. Charter schools must
admit students on a nondiscriminatory basis and may not charge tuition. Charter schools
are a part of a state’s public education program.
Phenomenology: The meaning of experiences of a phenomenon (or topic or
concept) for several individuals.
Phenomenon: The central concept examined by a phenomenologist; the concept
being experienced by the subjects in a study, which may include psychological factors
such as grief, anger, or love.
Proficient: A level of student performance that demonstrates mastery in
academics, thinking ability, and application of understandings that reflect the knowledge
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and skills specified by grade- or course-level content standards. Students considered
“proficient” are well-prepared for the next level of study.
Structural differences: Factors such as hours of operation, length of school year,
administrative and faculty structure, and curricular autonomy.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The current chapter begins with an introduction to the literature related to the
evolution of the United States school system and the inception of charter schools. Next,
historical accounts of teachers’ thought processes, planning, efficacy and leadership,
beliefs, and training are provided. In addition, there is a focus on the ways school reform
elicits high student achievement. Teacher training and development, as well as school
leadership, are also investigated in an effort to address the ways in which schools have
provided the tools for teachers to improve.
It is important to investigate the evolution of schools in America to identify
specific people and events that led to the formation of charter schools. Over the past two
centuries, our schools have experienced many changes. These changes can be traced to
several large movements, beginning with the Common School Movement, moving to
more progressive education, and finally transitioning to a shift toward innovative and
charter schools. Each of these “periods” have helped shape what we know today as
charter schools.
The Evolution of Charter Schools in the United States
Common Schools. The common school emerged as an alternative to private
education in Pennsylvania (Pulliam & van Patten, 2003). As early as the year 1731,
schools were opened to offer night classes in mathematics and writing to working men
and artisans. Common schools were defined as free public elementary schools for all
people. The common school idea became increasingly popular as citizens demanded
equality in education. This need for equality led to the belief that all citizens should be
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taught to read so that they would have an opportunity to more effectively participate in
government proceedings. Although the goal of educational equality was widespread, it
did not include education for women or minorities (Pulliam & van Patten, 2003).
Religion was the foundation of the Common School Movement, and the role of
religion in schools has varied since the inception of the educational system in the United
States (Altenbaugh, 2002). Research on the changing role of religion in education is
prolific, but for the purpose of the current study, it is important to review the influence of
religion from the Common School Movement through the Charter School Movement.
Religion in early common schools carried over from colonial days, and schools focused
solely on the moral and religious well-being of students. The main priority was to
develop “better” citizens by enlightening students on religious issues. The goal of this
type of education was to develop citizens who were well-versed in religion but not
academics. Altenbaugh (2002) stated that people, during this time period, needed to be
developed morally before they could be developed academically. Under this guise, it was
also easier to keep the class system in place, with the elite upper class obtaining the
academic background while simultaneously limiting the middle and lower classes to
information that would not prove potentially dangerous to the position of the elite few
(Altenbaugh, 2002).
Academic curriculum, specifically in reading and arithmetic, was not introduced
until the 1830s and 1840s (Wright, 1999). At that time, there was intense disagreement
between Protestants and the government over the organization of public schools. There
was also concern that moral and character education would be lost if schools were taken
over by the government (Wright, 1999). With opposing viewpoints, there was little
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ground for compromise between the government and the Protestants. Mann (so cited in
Wright, 1999) attempted to leverage this argument by creating the common school, which
combined the viewpoints of proponents of both religion and academics. This combination
of moral and academic education is still prevalent today. In summary, Altenbaugh (2002)
stated: “Even to this day, the public school concept is supported by an uneasy consensus
and is subject to many criticisms” (p. 101). Ultimately, according to Wright (1999):
…nineteenth-century common schools offered no course on or about religion and
made no self-conscious effort to teach the role of religion in American history.
They took account of religion and stressed Protestant morality throughout the
curriculum, primarily through readers, spellers, and sometimes arithmetic books.
(p. 1)
Separation of church and state was upheld during this time period, but no restrictions
were ever placed on religious instruction in schools (Pulliam & van Patten, 2003).
Horace Mann, along with Henry Barnard, focused on the idea that schools had the
power to unite the country (Pulliam & van Patten, 2003). Pulliam and van Patten (2003)
summarized Mann’s theory by stating that “Economic, social, racial, ethnic, and religious
diversity were to be subsumed under one democratic system of education that would
unite all the people into a single indivisible nation” (pp. 148149). This theory included
the assimilation of immigrants into American culture. Unfortunately, schools did not
have much success in this area, and even today, America has, in many ways, failed to
achieve the “melting pot” idea (Pulliam & van Patten, 2003).
Throughout this time period, “ordinary” men gained political power, and the need
for tax-supported schools became evident. While there were permanent school funds in
some states, there was not enough money to effectively operate the schools. The use of
such funds also hampered efforts to instate education taxes. Eventually, the practice of
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imposing education taxes on every person became public policy, and support for common
public schools grew (Pulliam & van Patten, 2003). Population booms in large cities
during this time made the proliferation of public education even more important. With so
many immigrants flooding into large metropolitan areas like Boston and New York City,
it became necessary to provide them with a basic education so that they could be
productive members of American society. These schools also became the place where
immigrants were exposed to American culture, which was often called
“Americanization” (Pulliam & van Patten, 2003).
The time period from 1812 to 1865 was often referred to as the “common school
revival” (Pulliam & van Patten, 2003). The state of schools during the entire Common
School Movement was less than ideal. Schools were equipped with limited textbooks and
supplies, and teachers were overworked. In addition to being overworked, many teachers
had only elementary school educations themselves and were not equipped to successfully
teach students. The need for more schools was evident and eventually led to the opening
of additional schools, which in turn led to the opening of schools that resemble the public
high schools of today (Pulliam & van Patten, 2003).
Goetz (1999) cites that there was significantly less information about common
schools than other types of schools in different decades. It was also argued that the
Common School Movement should garner more attention, as it was pivotal in the
evolution of our school system (Goetz, 1999). Goetz (1999) identified two questions that
should be taken into consideration when investigating school reform in the 21st century:
(1) Are vouchers for private education, a favorite and controversial proposal of reformers,
compatible with the ideology of the common school?” and (2) “How valid is the common
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school ideology of the nineteenth century today, given the social, technological, and
economic forces of the twenty-first century?” (p. 245). Goetz (1999) contends that the
Common School Movement is directly related to school reform today.
The transition from the Common School Movement to the period of progressive
education resulted in changes to the public education system. These changes continued to
transform public schools into what they are today. The progressive education era altered
many perspectives on education, as documented in the following section.
Progressive Education. Progressivism has made a dramatic impression on
education in America for the past century. As defined by Webb, Metha, and Jordan
(2003), progressivism is “A theory of education that is concerned with ‘learning by
doing’ and purports that children learn best when pursuing their own interests and
satisfying their own needs.” Progressive education has garnered attention from two sides:
(1) those who believe that progressive education was the cause for our failing school
systems today and (2) those who believe that progressive education created a foundation
for democracy in schools and should be reintroduced into present-day educational
systems (Weiler, 2004). Weiler (2004) directly cited John Dewey’s vision of what a
school should focus on: the individual student, belief that every child can learn and
succeed, and the belief that school should be a fun and enjoyable experience. Hayes
(2007) delineated the difference between the traditional and the progressive approaches
to education. The traditional approach was focused on specific curriculum and outcomes,
with the majority of the classes coming from district requirements. The primary function
of the teacher was to focus on content knowledge, and this was done by using textbooks
and workbooks. The progressive approach, on the other hand, incorporated a more
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flexible curriculum that was influenced by student interest. The teacher acted as the
facilitator and provided a learning environment that consisted of a variety of activities.
Progressive teachers used a multiple resources and strategies rather than focusing solely
on textbooks (Hayes, 2007). As mentioned by Hayes (2007), Horace Mann stated:
Knowledge of methods and processes. These are indefinitely various…he who is
apt to teach is acquainted, not only with common methods for common minds
but with peculiar methods for pupils of peculiar dispositions and temperaments;
and he is acquainted with the principles of all methods, whereby he can vary his
plan, according to any differences of circumstances. (p. 4)
Different methods that progressive teachers incorporated into their classrooms included
field trips, research projects, dramatization, and group discussion. This type of classroom
was expected to promote leadership, critical thinking, self-control, and initiative (Hayes,
2007).
It is important to not only examine the differences between traditional and
progressive education but to identify the defining characteristics and people of the
Progressive Movement.
The Progressive Education Association and John Dewey. The Progressive
Education Association developed principles upon which the movement was based. These
5 principles were: (1) freedom to develop naturally, (2) interest, the motive of all work,
(3) the teacher a guide, not a taskmaster, (4) scientific study of pupil development, and
(5) the progressive school a leader in educational movements (Hayes, 2007). John Dewey
was the pioneer of this movement, and he maintained that these five principles would
foster positive change the American education system. It is difficult to encapsulate
Dewey’s ideas in a few key points, but his own summary of his early views (as
referenced by Hayes, 2007), provides deeper understanding. In 1897, Dewey wrote:
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I believe that all education proceeds by the participation of the individual in the
social consciousness of the race. This process begins unconsciously almost at
birth, and is continually shaping the individual’s powers, saturating his
consciousness, forming his habits, training his ideas, and arousing his feelings and
emotions…I believe that the only true education comes through the stimulation of
the child’s powers by the demands of the social situations in which he finds
himself…I believe that this educational proves has two sides-one psychological
and sociological…of these two side the psychological is the basis. The child’s
own instincts and powers furnish the material and give the starting point for all
education…Without insight into the psychological structure and activities of the
individual, the educative process will…be haphazard and arbitrary… Education,
therefore, must begin with a psychological insight into the child’s capacities,
interests and habits. (p. 12)
Colonel Francis Parker. In addition to Dewey, there were several other
innovators considered pioneers of the Progressive Education Movement. As a teacher and
administrator, Colonel Francis Parker was adamantly opposed to rote learning and valued
student-led projects and activities (Hayes, 2007). Parker was somewhat of a “forefather”
in his evaluation of segregation in schools, and he actively pursued equal education for
all students. He addressed the issue of differences in education between classes and
strongly felt that all students should receive the same education. According to Francis
(Hayes, 2007), “there is no reason why one child should study Latin and another be
limited to the three R’s” (p. 20). Additionally, Parker did not believe that schools should
be racially segregated (Hayes, 2007). He used his experiences as both a teacher and an
administrator to communicate the effectiveness of progressive education. Parker’s
schools were considered some of the most “adventuresome,” and he eliminated such
basic texts as spellers, readers, and grammar textbooks. Parker also focused on changing
the disciplinary systems in schools. He believed that students were innately curious and
active; therefore, he questioned the effectiveness of punishment and reward. Instead, he
focused on the child as a whole and went as far as to question whether or not teachers
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should even assign grades (Hayes, 2007). Parker worked closely with John Dewey in
Chicago, and one’s ideas mirrored the other’s ideas until disagreement in the late 1890s.
Dewey inherited Parker’s position as the Director of the School of Education at the
University of Chicago after Parker’s death in 1902 (Hayes, 2007). Unlike Dewey, Parker
had many years of experience as a classroom teacher and a school administrator and thus
used his practical experience as a foundation for his progressive ideas (Hayes, 2007).
Maria Montessori. Maria Montessori, a contemporary of John Dewey, also
served as a pioneer of progressive education. As a woman, she was unique in her desire
to pursue a secondary school education. As a student, she disagreed with the methods that
many of her teachers used because the classroom was entirely teacher-centered (Hayes,
2007, p. 87). Today, she is famous for her idea of compensatory education for
disadvantaged children although this method actually emerged in Rome in 1906 (Rippa,
1997). Montessori was of Italian descent and was therefore able to utilize her knowledge
of the Italian education system to improve teaching methods and provide them to other
educators. The basis for her method came from Rome’s experimental system of educating
impoverished preschool-aged children (Rippa, 1997). Montessori studied mathematics
and engineering in secondary school and went on to earn a Doctorate of Medicine at the
University of Rome. This action defied local prejudice because she was the first woman
in Italy to receive this degree. Over time, Montessori continued to defy prejudices by
making it a goal to educate students whom others deemed “hopelessly deficient” (Rippa,
1997). She gained recognition by teaching these children to read and write. Montessori’s
students were even able to compete with “normal” children on state examinations (Rippa,
1997).
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Montessori’s method was based on the idea that lessons must be individualized
for each student. Activities in the classroom would engage all five senses to build “fine
motor, analytical, and comparative language skills” (Hayes, 2007, p. 91). Using
Montessori’s method, teacher focused on real-world activities, such as washing dishes
(Hayes, 2007). “Teachers guide[d] the process and ensure[d] that all academic bases
[were] covered, but the student define[d] her own pace and timing” (Hayes, 2007, p. 91).
The students in Montessori’s school showed significant academic progress on statesponsored tests, resulting in increased attention and focus on her nontraditional methods.
Known as the “Montessori approach,” her methods became a cornerstone in the
Progressive Education Movement (Hayes, 2007). Today, Montessori’s approach is being
questioned largely due to No Child Left Behind legislation. Mandated tests create “the
need for improving test results [and] will pressure preschool and kindergarten through
second-grade teachers to adopt more traditional teaching methods” (Hayes, 2007, p. 94).
This change may cause a shift in education that favors more traditional teacher-centered
approaches (Hayes, 2007).
Jean Piaget. In addition to Dewey, Parker, and Montessori, Jean Piaget is
considered a pioneer of the Progressive Education Movement. Piaget believed that
children thought differently from adults and should be taught in different ways (Hayes,
2007). Piaget cited different “learning stages” and argued that little information was
retained when students were taught in a direct, commanding manner. Over the years,
many have utilized Piaget’s stages to better understand the ways children learn. Inquirybased learning was largely a manifestation of these stages, and Piaget was also credited
with creating an emphasis on class participation (Hayes, 2007). In Piaget’s book
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published in1923, the primary theme was that of egocentrism in children (Rippa, 1997).
Essentially, children are not able to differentiate between themselves and their
environments, and as they move out of this stage, their egocentrism diminishes and their
capacity for learning increases (Rippa, 1997).
Piaget also studied the difficulties that children have comprehending concepts
such as physics, math, and logic and the gradual progression of this ability. His stages of
development contributed to the idea that children should be taught in different ways and
with different teaching strategies. Piaget’s four main periods of intellectual development
(as cited in Rippa, 1997) are: (1) sensorimotor, (2) preoperational, (3) concrete
operational, and (4) formal operational. School-aged children move through periods 2, 3,
and 4 during their educational careers, thereby, requiring teachers to change their
teaching methods to complement the students’ specific stage of development. In addition
to these stages of intellectual development, Piaget’s theory of conservation, which
contends that “after manipulating objects, a child at the preoperational level can learn to
conserve quantity between two sets of objectives” (Rippa, 1997, p. 187), was
incorporated into Montessori’s teaching method. Although Piaget did not want to be
considered an “educationist,” other researchers have cited his work to “justify their
methods and principles” (Hayes, 2007, p. 22).
Today’s teachers are often well-versed in progressive education methods, as many
foundation classes focus heavily on the works of Dewey and his peers. Because of the
continued focus on such and the schools formed during this time, many progressive
convictions are relayed to teachers of today (Hayes, 2007). Toolin (2004) examined six
New York (state) teachers who were taking innovative/progressive approaches to
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education while still teaching according to high State-mandated standards. Toolin traces
the history of doing “projects” back to Dewey and other progressive educators. This idea
project-based teaching was adopted by a larger group of experienced teachers rather than
first- or second-year teachers. Toolin (2004) also found that teachers’ level of education
(e.g., Master’s degree in education) was directly related to their use of innovative
teaching strategies.
Innovative Schools and the Charter School Movement. Many believe that
charter schools opened because of the failure of area-wide public schools (Renzulli &
Roscigno, 2005); this perception led to a sense of competition between traditional public
schools and charter schools (Yoder & Rooney, 2007). The proliferation of government
mandates and school reform (such as the No Child Left Behind Act) also created the need
for new schools with new methods. Yoder and Rooney (2007) cited several issues for the
failure of many public schools: (1) the disenfranchisement of stakeholders, (2)
expectations that are impossibly high, and (3) a growing communication gap among
educators. Yoder and Rooney (2007) argued that these factors led to drastic changes,
such as opening charter schools.
There are many ideas of what a charter school actually is. Taken from the United
States Department of Education, Buckley and Schneider (2007) stated:
The promise charter schools hold for public school innovation and reform lies in
an unprecedented combination of freedom and accountability. Underwritten with
public funds but run independently, charter schools are free from a range of state
laws and district policies stipulating what and how they teacher, where they can
spend their money, and who they can fire and fire. In return, they are held strictly
accountable for their academic and financial performance. (p. 1)
Upon closer examination, charter schools are considered “publicly funded schools that
are granted significant autonomy in curriculum and governance in return for greater
24

accountability” (Buckley & Schneider, 2007, p. 1). Charters are granted to these schools
for a specific number of years and are evaluated at the expiration of the term. The United
States charter school website
(infousa.state.gov/education/overview/charter_schools_history.html) outlines that charter
schools are designed to:


Increase opportunities for learning and access to quality education for all students,



Create a choice for parents and students within the public school system,



Provide a system of accountability for results in public education,



Encourage innovative teaching practices,



Create new professional opportunities for teachers,



Encourage community and parental involvement in public education, and



Leverage improved public education broadly.
As the number of students enrolled in charter schools continues to grow, public

interest in the reasons that these types of schools are formed and the things that
distinguish them from traditional public schools grows. According to the Center for
Educational Reform (CER) (2009), as of November 2009, there were 5,043 charter
schools in the United States, and these schools were educating 1,536,079 students and
employed 42,100 teachers. Renzulli and Roscigno (2005) contested that the founders of
charter schools were motivated by the prospect of autonomy. Such autonomy is exhibited
by individual school governance, thereby exempting them from many of the laws and
mandates created by public school boards. This difference provided charter schools with
the ability to develop a curriculum and school structure that suited their individual needs.
Table 1 outlines the CER’s ranking criteria for charter school creation.
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Table 1
Center for Educational Reform Criteria for Legislative Rankings
Criteria
Exemption from collective bargaining
agreements/district work rules

Definition
Charter school has control over staffing decisions

Control over their own budgets without the local district
managing their funds
100% of per pupil funding, which automatically follows
Guaranteed full funding
students enrolled in charter schools
Legal operational autonomy
Charter school considered an independent legal district
Automatic waivers from laws and regulations
Waivers from most or all state and district regulations
Formed without having to prove local support (no support
Formal evidence of local support
needed from local districts)
New schools allowed to form, compared to allowing only
New starts
conversion from public or private schools
Individuals and groups from inside and outside the existing
Variety of applicants
public school system can start a charter school
Multiple chartering authorities/binding appeals
Several charter school authorizing (instead of the local
agency
board) or provides applicants with an appeals process
Number of schools allowed
An unlimited or substantial of schools allowed in the state
Note. Adapted from “Charter School Laws Across the States,” by the CER, 2011.
Fiscal autonomy

Table 1 provides an overview of the ways charter schools operate. It is important
to be able to identify these characteristics because they directly influence the teachers
who work in charter schools. The autonomy granted to charter schools gives the teacher
more freedom when planning and executing lessons. Importantly, this influences a
teacher’s intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.
In the past 50 years, traditional schools and other schools have divided students
into two groups: (1) those who will go to college and (2) those who will not (Ballantine,
2001). Parsons (1959) discussed this as early as the 1950s, noting that schools have
educated some students for academic careers while educating others for their roles as
adults. The focus on preparing “socialized” students often took attention away from the
academic focus for many students. Parsons (as cited in Ballantine, 2001) contended that
schools were an agency of socialization, which was defined as “an agency through which
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individual personalities are trained to be motivationally and technically adequate to the
performance of adult roles” (p. 17). This defined the role of school in the lives of many
students during this time period. As the 1970s drew near, schools began to serve societal
needs, whereas family and individual needs had previously been the focus (Ballantine,
2001). Modern schools began to take on characteristics of corporations and were run
more like businesses (Meyer & Rowan, 1978). Schools were managed by a public
bureaucracy, as seen in modern-day school systems. This development, as it
decentralized, moved America’s public education system away from other systems with
more centralized educational systems. Public education in America was now run at both
the local and the state level (Ballantine, 2001). This progression played a critical role in
the need for charter schools, which are run autonomously by a separate board.
Teacher Beliefs and Perspectives
The Teacher: Intrinsic Motivation. Research on teachers’ thought processes
garners less attention than student achievement but was invaluable in the current study.
This subject was first examined in the 1970s when Peterson, Marx, and Clark (1978)
examined teacher planning and behavior and the impact on a teacher’s effectiveness and
student achievement. The focus was primarily directed at planning. As this body of
knowledge grew and as researchers sought to identify characteristics and practices
contributing to teacher success, interest in teachers’ thought processes and efficacy grew
as well. The study by Peterson et al. (1978) signaled the need for more thorough
investigation into what the teacher believed contributed to his or her success in the
classroom. Previous literature had indicated that teachers entering the classroom already
had world views to shape their perceptions of their success (Merryfield, 1993). These
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realities and perceptions would influence the planning process and would be reflected in
the lessons because “our perceptions or perspectives of the world affect both our
acquisition and processing of new knowledge” (Merryfield, 1993, p. 27).
Extrinsic motivators are also factors in a teacher’s level of commitment and their
classroom effectiveness. Human relations do not motivate teachers; instead, there are two
factors, intertwined with intrinsic motivators, that motivate teachers to excel: (1) those
specific to the needs of the teachers and (2) those specific to the job of teaching (Kaiser,
1981). Kaiser (1981) referenced Maslow’s five levels of human needs: (1) fulfillment of
basic needs such as food and shelter, (2) safety and security, (3) social and love, (4) ego
needs provided by external sources of prestige, and (5) internal sources of self-confidence
and self-respect. Teachers with sufficient levels of motivation operate on the fifth level
and are more inclined to be successful as measured by student achievement (Kaiser,
1981). In the current study, extrinsic motivators and factors will be acknowledged as
factors in student achievement.
Clark and Peterson (1986) described new ways of thinking in terms of teacher
planning and execution of lessons. Teacher cognition and thought processes are integral
to student achievement. According to Peterson and Clark (1978), both (1) the description
of the mental lives of teachers must be completely described and (2) the reasons that the
professional lives’ of teachers take the form that they do must be investigated to
understand teachers’ thought processes. The cognitive theory and Bandura were cited as
critical to the investigation into the teacher’s mindset, as well as the importance of
observable and unobservable behavior (Peterson & Clark, 1978).
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“Observable” research was identified as what the researcher could see while
observing a teacher planning, executing, and reflecting on a lesson (Clark & Peterson,
1968). “Unobservable” behaviors were defined as all of the thought processes that a
teacher did not articulate to the observer. These behaviors were only included if and
when the teacher decided to discuss them (Peterson & Clark, 1978). Jackson (1990)
focused on the “hidden” side of teaching, which Peterson and Clark (1978) later referred
to as unobservable teacher behaviors. Peterson and Clark (1978) indicated that teachers’
“thought and action become critical” (p. 256), and the psychological processes behind
teacher perception and how they define responsibilities and situations must be
investigated. According to the authors, there are two types of planning: (1) the planning a
teacher does before teaching and (2) the planning that occurs during the lesson. Planning
occurring during a lesson is considered unobservable, and Peterson and Clark (1978)
identified this as the psychological process that a teacher engages in during the lesson.
Peterson and Clark (1978) identified four categories of teacher thought processes: (1)
teacher planning, (2) teacher interactive thoughts and decisions, (3) teacher theories and
beliefs, and (4) teacher judgment. Of high importance is past thinking about the chain
reaction between a teacher’s beliefs, the execution of the lesson, and student achievement
(Clark & Yinger, 1977; Shavelson & Stern, 1981). For purposes of the current study, both
observable and unobservable behavior will be investigated and will be made available via
conversations with teachers and writings from these teachers’ journals. The in-depth
analysis of teacher beliefs and experiences will fill a gap in the literature on teacher
perspectives as related to student achievement in a charter school setting.
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Teacher Planning. Interest in teacher planning and its impact on student
achievement increased in the late 1970s. Yinger (1979) conducted a study that followed a
teacher over the course of six years and examined how her planning improved over time.
Yinger noted that teachers should be consistent in their planning to benefit student
achievement. Yinger’s study investigated the teacher’s mental process as a lesson was
planned. Yinger (1979) argued that the routine of lesson planning can improve teacher
effectiveness, which in turn should improve student achievement.
Peterson et al. (1978) studied the influence lesson planning had on student
achievement, taking into account teacher behavior and effective lesson planning. The
authors studied how differences in individual teachers’ behavior influenced their planning
and consequently influenced student achievement in their classes. This study (Peterson et
al., 1978) recommended future research regarding “the effects of planning by examining
quality as well as quantity of teacher planning” (p. 431).
Centra and Potter (1980), expanding the literature on student achievement,
investigated “school and teacher variables which influence student achievement” (p.
273). This examination was one of the first studies in which the researchers attempted to
identify all of a teacher’s characteristics that influenced student achievement. The authors
examined teacher planning, but they also took teachers’ behavior and characteristics into
account. Characteristics were defined as qualifications, experiences, aptitude, knowledge
of subject, knowledge of teaching, values and attitudes, expectations, and social class.
Centra and Potter (1980) made concrete assumptions about student achievement as
holistically related to the teacher. However, the perception of society’s impact on the
teacher as a whole and the qualities that define a teacher were not addressed. As in
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previous studies, it was not determined that society influenced teachers’ thoughts and
experiences. Research on teachers’ thought processes and effectiveness in the classroom
then gained momentum and began to branch off into two different directions: (1) the
education of teachers and (2) teacher efficacy and beliefs.
Teacher Judgment. Clark and Yinger (1977) argued that “the study of teaching
assumes that what teachers do is affected by what they think” (p. 279). Cognitive theory
was used to evaluate teacher thought processes, and when combined with research on
teacher behavior, it was concluded that teachers should adapt the research to their own
methods of teaching to create a more effective classroom (Clark & Yinger, 1977).
Teacher judgment was also investigated by Shavelson and Stern (1981). Shavelson and
Stern (1981) argued that future study should examine the way a teacher thinks and the
way he or she relays material to the students. Shavelson and Stern focused on the
assumption that “the capacity of the human mind for formulating and solving complex
problems such as those presented in teaching is very small” (p. 456). This study
(Shavelson & Stern, 1981) also investigated “teachers [as] rational professionals” (p.
456) who are able to make quick decisions in a relatively fast-paced environment.
Peterson and Clark (1978) referred to this decision-making as the planning that is done
during the lesson. The teacher makes decisions throughout the lesson based on student
behavior and comprehension. If a change is needed, the teacher searches his or her
memory to find an alternative teaching method. This is a cyclical process that is repeated
until the end of the lesson (Clark & Peterson, 1978).
Peterson and Clark (1978) performed a study based on the aforementioned
assumptions. After watching several video clips of in-class instruction, the authors
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conducted interviews with these teachers as a means of data collection. By asking these
teachers about their thoughts during the lessons, Peterson and Clark (1978) were able to
qualitatively decipher these teachers’ thought processes as they made their way through
the lessons. More importantly and as related to the current study, the authors focused on
whether or not the teachers were engaging in this process cyclically or only once during
the course of the lesson. They were able to identify several reasons that a teacher may
change the course of the lesson in the middle of that lesson. The study by Peterson and
Clark (1978) validated the idea that the execution of the lesson and therefore the
influence the lesson had on student achievement must be more clearly understood.
Efficacy and Leadership. Teacher self-efficacy and the collective efficacy of a
faculty influence the ways that teachers perceive their success. Tschannen-Moran et al.
(1998) provided an overview of the meaning of teacher efficacy according to the
Research and Development Corporation, defining it as “the extent to which teachers
believed that they could control the reinforcement of their own actions, that is, whether
control of reinforcement lay within themselves or in the environment” (p. 202). It was
argued that the extent to which teachers believe they can influence and improve student
motivation and performance has a tremendous influence on student achievement in the
classroom. Tschannen-Moran et al. (1998) indicated that “much work remains to be done,
but a construct that is related to teachers’ motivation to persist in the face of setbacks and
their willingness to work to overcome difficulties is worth the effort” (p. 242).
In addition to teacher self-efficacy, research has also been conducted on the
collective efficacy of the school and faculty. Collective efficacy was determined to be the
way teachers perceived their effectiveness as a member of a faculty. As cited by
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Tschannen-Moran et al. (1998), “many problems that teachers face require that they work
together as a collective to change the lives of their students” (p. 241). Goddard, Hoy, and
Hoy (2000) also identified collective efficacy as a crucial area of research, constructing a
study that measured collective efficacy in urban elementary schools. Their findings
(Goddard et al., 2000) indicated that “collective teacher efficacy was positively
associated with differences between schools in student-achievement in both reading and
mathematics” (p. 279). Goddard and Goddard (2001) conducted several related studies to
examine collective efficacy in urban schools, most notably, “a multilevel analysis of the
relationship between teacher and collective efficacy in urban schools” (p. 808). As cited
in earlier studies, Bandura’s social cognitive theory “explain[ed] that the control humans
exercise over their lives through agentive actions is powerfully influenced by the strength
of their efficacy beliefs” (Goddard & Goddard, 2001, p. 807). Goddard and Goddard
considered socioeconomic factors and student achievement in their assessment of teacher
self-efficacy and collective efficacy. Data analysis determined that a school’s collective
efficacy directly correlated to teacher self-efficacy, which in turn influenced student
achievement (Goddard & Goddard, 2001). This correlation will be explored more
thoroughly in the current examination in conjunction with teachers’ beliefs and thought
processes. Studying all of these variables will provide more insight into the teacher as a
successful educator.
Chester and Beaudin (1996) also explored teacher self-efficacy, focusing on the
efficacy of newly hired teachers in urban schools. This study was valuable because it
addressed the problem of declining self-efficacy during a teachers’ first year of teaching.
Chester and Beaudin concluded that declining teacher self-efficacy was not universal in
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the first year but was instead influenced by “two teacher characteristicsage and prior
experienceand three school practicesopportunities for collaboration with other
professional staff members, supervisor attention to classroom performance and the
availability of instructional resources” (Chester & Beaudin, 1996, p. 249). Teachers in
urban areas were far more likely to transfer to schools with higher socioeconomic status
(SES) or to stop teaching completely than were teachers in nonurban districts where
schools had higher SES. Teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs changed over the course of their
first year of teaching and often determined where they would teach the following year or
if they would teach at all. Chester and Beaudin examined the factors contributing to this
change in self-efficacy and determined that emphasis on collaboration and instructional
resources raised teacher self-efficacy and empowerment. They concluded that the extent
to which changes in self-efficacy beliefs influence teacher effectiveness warranted more
attention (Chester & Beaudin, 1996).
Increased student achievement was also attributed to the teacher’s perception of
ownership of their classroom. Teacher-leaders have a higher sense of self-efficacy, which
contributes largely to student achievement. York-Barr and Duke (2004) argued that
individual empowerment would help teachers become more effective in the classroom.
The authors also looked into “the differentiated paths by which teachers influence
organizational capacity, professionalism, instructional improvement, and student
learning” (p. 255), and they discussed how teacher leadership would spur advancement in
these areas. According to York-Barr and Duke, teachers hold positions of leadership
within schools that influence core operations and instructional effectiveness, and this
leadership influences both self-efficacy beliefs and improvement in student achievement.
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Elmore (as cited in York-Barr & Duke, 2004) asserted that the professional role of the
teacher would aid the advancement of student achievement. Teachers must have
ownership over their work to make the improvements necessary for student achievement.
This ownership is attributed to teacher experiences and is another link to student
achievement.
Teacher Beliefs. Teacher beliefs were closely linked to teacher self-efficacy.
Pajares (1992) focused on the ways teachers’ beliefs influenced their in-class behavior
and subsequently influenced student achievement. The author asserted that this research
was relevant and beneficial to studies of teacher effectiveness, but that “the difficulty in
studying teachers’ beliefs had been caused by definitional problems, poor
conceptualizations, and differing understandings of beliefs and belief structures” (p. 301).
Pajares (1992) contended that researchers purposely avoided the study of beliefs because
it was perceived as “messy” but that this sort of inquiry was necessary and far less
“messy” than assumed.
An example of teachers’ responses to school reform programs was documented
by Datnow and Castellano (2000). The authors assessed teachers’ acceptance and
implementation of the reform project “Success for All,” in which elementary teachers
were asked to implement prevention and early intervention strategies in reading. Datnow
and Castellano studied how their “beliefs, experiences, and programmatic adaptations”
(p. 775) influenced the success of the reform measure. Results indicated that teachers did
not fully adhere to the prevention plan and intervention strategies although all teachers
“made adaptations to the program in spite of the developers’ demands to closely follow
the model” (p. 775). Although teachers cited that “the program constrained their
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autonomy and creativity,” they were generally in support of the reform (p. 775). The
researchers determined that the underlying problem was the lack of teacher ownership,
and it was concluded that teachers must be involved in the development of a reform in
order for the measure to be a success. Additionally, if teachers did not believe in the
success of program, the implementation would not be successful (Datnow & Castellano,
2000).
The concept of ownership was then linked to the perceived benefits of charter
schools. Teachers make a choice to work in charter schools, automatically creating the
assumption that they want to be in that specific school and are willing to engage in
different approaches to education. Charter schools provide more opportunities for
teachers to directly influence decisions made regarding school operations and curriculum,
thereby creating a stronger sense of ownership of school reforms. “School Leadership
and Student Achievement: The Mediating Effects of Teacher Beliefs” cited that schools
with higher levels of transformational leadership have higher collective teacher efficacy,
better commitment, and better student achievement (Ross & Gray, 2006).
Education and Training of Teachers. Research on the influence of teacher
training and education provided evidence that the quality of such programs had an
influence on teacher effectiveness. Teacher background was consistently a factor, as were
societal factors and each teacher’s educational background. Related studies, along with
research by Clark (1988), identified the need for effective use of study findings to
improve teacher effectiveness. Clark (1988) posed a question about “how (or whether)
this research can be informative and useful to teacher educators” (p. 5).
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In light of Clark’s (1988) studies, it is also necessary to consider Hunsaker and
Johnston’s (1992) examination of one teacher’s evaluation of the effectiveness of her
graduate program. In this study, the teacher-participant was asked to evaluate if
participation in a research project influenced her effectiveness. Hunsaker and Johnston
(1992) focused on teachers’ beliefs and interpretations based on the classroom
experience, and extrinsic factors included teacher professional development or education
programs, mentoring programs, and overall success of the school.
Teacher education programs gained popularity as specific licensing qualifications
were mandated (Norris, 2000). There were two arguments: One was that university-based
research using observations about teacher success was more reliable; the other was that
research based on teacher insight and experience was more reliable. Norris (2000)
discussed these opposing points, stating that “this article illustrates major arguments for
narrowing the source of teaching expertise to considerations built on teacher-based
knowledge and experience” (p. 167). Norris (2000) concluded that education must revert
to the improvement of student achievement via teacher-based experiences or else we will
lose the confidence of this group, thus indefinitely stunting improvement. During this
study (Norris, 2000) of novice teachers, it was discovered that inconsistencies between
districts deeply influenced teacher learning. Teachers in low-performing schools were not
given the resources to make the gains necessary to succeed, therefore making the existing
inequity even larger. As stated by Achinstein, Ogawa, and Speiglman (2004), “teachers
experienc[ed] different levels of resources, learning opportunities, instructional control,
and expectations that result[ed] in their beliefs and practices being aligned with lower or
higher status” (p. 592).
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Perceptions of Teacher Beliefs in Charter Schools
School reform gained momentum in the 1990s and on into the 21st century.
Restructuring schools was viewed as the means to fix the quickly deteriorating American
urban schools (Buckley & Schneider, 2005). This restructuring placed tremendous
pressure on teachers to perform to the newly established higher standards. Louis and
Marks (1998) evaluated the influence that reform had on the success of a classroom
teacher. The government’s push for quick turnaround in the schools was detrimental to
teacher improvement because it placed too much emphasis on accountability testing
(Louis & Marks, 1998). According to Louis and Marks (1998):
The tensions in the arena of school reform are formidable. We point to three of
them. Policy makers at state and national levels want ‘systematic reform’ very
quickly, which often includes focusing more on the development of standards and
accountability systems than on teacher and school development. (p. 561)
Administrators and researchers focused on the influence the reforms had on schools
rather than the impact these reforms had on teachers. Based on the idea that culture is
created by teachers, each school has its own unique culture or “society” that has an
influence on teacher effectiveness (Louis & Marks, 1998).
Olsen and Kirtman (2002) discussed the varied levels of effectiveness that reform
had in different schools; they sought to understand the reasons why. The teacher has to
“mediat[e] influences,” and this, in conjunction with teacher characteristics, may help the
reform to work or cause it to fail (Olsen & Kirtman, 2002). The effectiveness of a reform
in a specific school was influenced by teacher expertise and personal characteristics as
well as teachers’ willingness to adapt to new teaching methods and new students. Olsen
and Kirtman (2002) stated that, “all adaptations are not equal” (p. 301), meaning that
some teachers would effectively adapt while others would continue using the old methods
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and assumptions. A teacher’s ability to adapt should be based on the teacher
characteristics cited in the article (see Olson & Kirtman, 2002). The authors’ argument
concluded with the idea that school reforms have different effects on different schools,
and the teacher needs to mediate the influence of the reform to achieve success (Olson &
Kirtman, 2002).
The Charter School Movement prompted more changes in school reform and in
the roles of teachers. Charter schools aided the creation of a sense of autonomy for the
teacher because they were not bound to the district’s curriculum. Teachers were able to
plan their curriculum based on the needs of their classrooms (Buckley & Schneider,
2005). This created more accountability for teachers because parents were given more
choices in school selection and were afforded the option to send their child to a more
effective school. Hoxby (2002) stated that “theory suggests that schools that face choicebased incentives would have greater demand for teachers who raise a schools’ ability to
attract students” (p. 846). This theory drove much of the research centered on charter
schools and the teachers that worked in these schools.
Many studies have shown that there is minimal difference in student achievement
in charter schools and traditional schools. Some have argued that charter school students
are harder to teach because of their backgrounds. Buckley and Schneider (2005) argued
this case by studying the backgrounds and ability levels of students in charter schools;
results were not conclusive. Buckley and Schneider concluded that more research was
needed to determine if any group of students was harder to teach than any other group.
More research is also needed to determine the beliefs that have shaped the classrooms of
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charter school teachers and the experiences that these teachers have had while
successfully teaching their students.
Lightfoot (1983) presented an investigation of several urban public high schools,
examining teachers’ perceptions of themselves and of the schools in which they taught.
Data was collected using interviews to address the perceptions that teachers have of
teachers working in other schools. One teacher in an urban school stated that “The level
of teaching [here] is much better than in the suburban schools. I am impressed with the
laziness of the suburban teachers. They can look good without even trying. But we have
to work hard” (Lightfoot, 1983, p. 87). An assistant principal in the same school provided
an opposing viewpoint, stating that:
Every department has a couple of duds, lazy and selfish teachers who couldn’t
care less about the kids. Then there is a broad range of dutiful and competent
teachers…and a few inspiring teachers. They give their full heart. They are
amazing and can be like catalysts for the whole department. (Lightfoot, 1983,
p. 87)
At another urban public school, Lightfoot (1983) provided personal perceptions of the
faculty, most of which were not positive: “In many of the classrooms I visited, very little
of substance was happening educationally. Teachers were caught up in procedural
directives and students appeared disinterested, turned off, or mildly disruptive” (p. 37).
As a result of such observations, Lightfoot indirectly cited the need for more research on
teacher self-efficacy and an opportunity for ownership over classroom instruction.
Johnson and Boles (2001) chronicled the history of teacher perspectives,
identifying two distinct groups of teachers: (1) those who isolate themselves and feel
isolated and (2) those who work together to make progress. Today, teacher organizations
and unions work to dispel feelings of isolation, but controversy remains. Johnson and
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Boles (2001) suggested that teachers who work together make larger gains in student
achievement, but there have been contradictory studies when investigating unionized
versus nonunionized teachers. Teachers who worked together collectively were found to
be more effective, but this was not because they were part of a formal teachers union or
group (Johnson & Boles, 2001).
Greene (2001) reflected on her own teaching experiences and the needs of future
teachers:
People’s selves, we tend to realize, emerge from intersections of many factors:
gender, ethnic, class. Teachers, arriving at specific schools and taking up the work
assigned, arrive as men and women and are sometimes homosexual; they cannot
leave their Whiteness of Blackness, let us say, behind; they cannot wholly deny
their original class membership, no matter what the degree of their mobility.
Teacher educators need to recognize this and to encourage the self-reflectiveness
that might enable teachers-to-be to understand the contingency of many of their
tastes and opinions-even their conceptions of what teaching is and ought to be.
(p. 85)
Teachers bring many of their own experiences into the classroom, and this must be
recognized to fully understand the things that shape the teacher and the lessons that are
planned (Greene, 2001). This directly impacts the student, what they have learned, and
their success or lack thereof.
In review and conclusion, the purpose of the current study is to investigate the
influence teachers’ thought processes, planning, efficacy, beliefs, and training all have on
the effectiveness of a charter school teacher as related to student achievement.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
The purpose of the current study is to examine the perceptions of success among
charter school teachers, along with their beliefs and self-efficacy as related to student
achievement. The researcher examined teachers’ success from their own perspectives
while focusing on the impact or lack of impact of these structural differences. Charter
schools operate differently than traditional public schools. Charter school teachers are not
required to use state-mandated curriculum, and the teacher’s ability to develop
curriculum and assessments leads to varied strategies and styles of instruction (Buckley
& Schneider, 2007). The lack of research on charter school teachers and their different
perspectives form the foundation of the current study. A phenomenological design was
used to collect data through the lens of teachers. Responses were then analyzed, and
emergent themes were identified and discussed as reported in subsequent chapters.
Denzen and Lincoln (2000) have defined qualitative research as:
A situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of
interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. These practices
transform the world. They turn the world into a series of representation, including
field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos to the
self. At this level, qualitative research involves an interpretive, naturalistic
approach to the world. This means that qualitative researchers study things in
their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in
terms of the meaning people bring to them.
Qualitative research involves the studied use and collection of a variety of
empirical materials-case study; personal experience; introspection; life story;
interview; artifacts; cultural texts and productions; observational, historical,
interactional, and visual texts-that describe routine and problematic moments and
meanings in individuals’ lives. (p. 3)
This study focuses on teachers’ experiences and what the teacher believes has
most influenced student achievement. A phenomenological approach was utilized, which
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according to Bogden and Biklen (2006), emphasizes the participant’s individual
subjective experiences. The distinguishing factor between phenomenological research
and other qualitative research is that the “subjective experience is at the center of inquiry”
(Mertens, 2010, p. 235). The focus on the experiences of each teacher and the reality that
comes from those experiences will allow the researcher to tell a story, in a
phenomenological context, that is based on each individual’s perspective.
Research Methods
As the Charter School Movement gains popularity, state and public school leaders
will spend more time examining the benefits of such schools and the influence these
schools have on education. Changes in traditional public schools are influenced by the
opening of new charter schools and the different strategies that these schools employ.
The purpose of the current study is two-fold: (1) to understand how teacher
beliefs, teacher self-efficacy, and teaching strategies contribute to greater student
achievement and (2) to investigate how charter school teachers feel the structure and
autonomy of their school influences student achievement. The results of this study will be
useful to teachers in all classrooms as a way to improve student achievement. Results
may also be used to expand the breadth of research related to charter schools.
Due to the rising number of charter schools, it is clear that these schools are
influencing education. Charter schools employ new strategies and structures in efforts to
raise student achievement. In the current study, the beliefs of charter school teachers will
be investigated to determine the efforts made by each teacher to meet higher state
standards of proficiency in language arts and mathematics. As graduation rates decrease
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and fewer students are considered “proficient,” there is a significant need for educators to
create new and innovative ways of teaching material to students.
Research Questions
The research questions guiding the current study were designed to investigate
teachers’ experiences and beliefs as well as their influence on student achievement. The
questions also address the influence the structure of charter schools has on these beliefs
and experiences. The primary research questions were:
1. What are teachers’ experiences in the classroom as related to successful teaching
and strategy implementation?
2. What are charter school teachers’ perceptions of success?
3. What are the benefits of spending more academic time at school?
4. What are the benefits of using data-driven instructional strategies?
These research questions were investigated through a series of seven interview questions.
Table 2 presents each interview question and the way each question will provide insight
into the research questions.

44

Table 2
Research Question Matrix
Research Questions
Interview Questions

What is your philosophy of teaching?

What are teachers’
experiences in the
classroom as related to
successful teaching and
strategy implementation?

What are charter school
teachers’ perceptions of
success?

What are the benefits
of using data-driven
instructional
strategies?

X

Do you think that having more instructional
time with students helps to raise student
achievement? Why or why not?

X

Suppose I am a new teacher. What would you
say are the most important elements in a
successful lesson and why?

X

Please explain what you focus on when you
are planning your instructional time.

X
X

What role would you say analyzing data plays
in your planning and instructional strategies?
What do you believe makes you and your
school successful or unsuccessful?
Suppose it is my first year teaching. What
specific strategies would you advise me to
incorporate into my lessons to raise student
achievement?

What are the benefits
of spending more
academic time at
school?

X

X

X
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Sites of Research
The research sites for the current study were three charter schools in a large urban
school district located in the western region of a southeastern state of the United States.
As shown in Table 3, there are currently 15 charter schools in this region. According to
the state’s Department of Education (2011), of the 15 charter schools in this region, 8 are
in good standing, 3 are on the “target” list, and 4 are in their 1st year of operation.
“Target” schools are those that have missed one or more benchmarks for one year, while
schools in “good standing” have reached or surpassed all benchmarks.
Two charter schools were selected from the list of those in good standing, and one
school was chosen from the list of targeted schools. Purposeful sampling was used to
ensure that participants were selected from schools that were performing at different
levels. A comparison of the perspectives regarding high student achievement and teacher
effectiveness was examined to provide the information needed to identify themes.
Purposeful sampling is derived from the assumption that the researcher wants to discover,
understand, and gain insight from the particular sample (Merriam, 2009). In this case, the
researcher chose schools that had met Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) or were on the
target list. This selection method qualified the chosen schools for the current study.
Schools that were in their first year were not be considered because of a lack of relevant
data. All schools were chosen from the schools listed in Table 3. The selected region
offered a variety of schools that were either on the target list or in good standing;
choosing schools from one city maintained demographic consistency.
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Table 3
Charter Schools Operating in a Large Urban City
Adequate Yearly Progress,
School
2009–2010
School 1
Target school
School 2

Good standing

School 3

Good standing

School 4

Good standing

School 5

Good standing

School 6

Target school

School 7

N/A (first year)

School 8

N/A (first year)

School 9

N/A (first year)

School 10

Good standing

School 11

Target school

School 12

Good standing

School 13

Good standing

School 14

Good standing

School 15
N/A (first year)
Note. Adapted from “State AYP Summary’ by the Tennessee
Department of Education Report Card, 2011.

Description of Selected Sites of Study
Guidelines regarding charter school student enrollment must be closely followed,
and a review of these guidelines will provide a more in-depth perspective on charter
school structure.
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As stated in this state’s Charter Schools Annual Report to the General Assembly,
student enrollment in charter schools is based on the T.C.A. 49-13-106 enrollment
qualifier:

A. Students who were previously enrolled in a charter school.
B. Students who are assigned to, or were previously enrolled in, a school failing to
make adequate early progress, as defined by the states’ accountability system,
giving priority to at-risk students;
C. Students who, in the previous school year, failed to test proficient in the subjects
of language arts/reading or mathematics in grades three through eight (3-8) on the
comprehensive assessment program examinations; or
D. Students who, in the previous school year, failed to test proficient on the gateway
examinations in language arts/reading or mathematics.
In June 2008, the enrollment eligibility requirement was expanded to include:
E. Students in grades kindergarten through three (K-3) who are eligible for free or
reduced-price lunch, who may only be enrolled no earlier than August 1; or
F. Students who are under the jurisdiction of a juvenile court and who in the court’s
judgment would benefit from a work experience and career exploration program.
Additionally:
Students enrolled in a charter school under (a)(1)(E) shall not exceed twenty-five
percent (25%) in grades kindergarten through three (K-3). Further, in no event
shall more than twenty-five percent (25%) of the total school enrollment in grades
kindergarten through three (K-3) consist of students who only meet subdivision
(a)(1)(E).
All of the charter schools from the current study adhered to these guidelines, and students
were chosen at random via a lottery.
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Charter School 1. The first charter school (Charter School 1) selected was
founded in the year 2004 and served grades 6 through 12. The school had a total of 460
students; 99% were African American and 1% was Caucasian. The school is located in an
urban area and receives Title I funding; 82% of the students received free or reduced
lunch. The staff consisted of 27 regular classroom teachers, a Director of Discipline, a
High School Director, a Middle School Director, two Deans of Students, two Deans of
Curriculum and Instruction, two special education teachers, a guidance counselor, and an
Executive Director. Eighty-nine percent of the faculty had less than 5 years of teaching
experience, and 56% of the teachers held advanced degrees. The average student to
teacher ratio was 23:1. The curriculum focuses on language arts, mathematics, social
studies, and science, but there is also a strong emphasis on the arts. There is an extended
academic day, Saturday school, and also a summer session. The school building contains
22 classrooms, 3 science labs, 1 media center (equipped with 30 desktop computers), 1
library, space for office staff and administrative offices, and 2 workrooms. Each staff
member has a laptop, and there are 4 mobile labs containing 20 laptops each. The entire
campus is wireless. The school has developed its own standards for teachers to follow.
Assessments are given each quarter, and one Saturday school session per quarter is
devoted to data analysis. Students are required to take end-of-year State-mandated tests.
Interviews at this site were conducted in the school’s conference room, which is
located in a quiet area of the building. Interruptions were expected to be nonexistent, as
this room is away from the academic wing of the school and must be reserved. Interviews
were to be conducted after school was dismissed for the day.
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Charter School 2. The second charter school (Charter School 2) selected served
grades 6 through 8 and had a total of 394 students: 95% African American, 4% Hispanic,
and 1% Caucasian. The school is located in an urban area and receives Title I funding;
92% of the students received free or reduced lunch. The staff consisted of 27 regular
classroom teachers, a guidance counselor, and 2 instructional resource teachers. Fifty-two
percent of the faculty had less than 5 years of teaching experience, and 48% had more
than 5 years of classroom experience. The average student to teacher ratio was 22:1. The
curriculum focuses on language arts, mathematics, social studies, and science. There is an
extended academic day, Saturday school, and also a summer session. The summer
session was designed to teach and reinforce cultural and behavioral expectations and to
review academic skills. Extracurricular activities are held after school and include a book
club, a school newspaper, Taekwondo, music production, and cardio hip-hop. The school
building contains 23 classrooms, a computer lab, and space for office staff and
administrative offices. The computer lab is equipped with 19 desktop computers; the
school also has 176 laptops, 2 SMART boards, 2 LCD projectors, computer workstations
with televisions, and overhead projectors. The entire campus is wireless. Students are
required to take end-of-year State-mandated tests, and regular assessments of State
standards are given each quarter.
Interviews at this site were conducted in the office of one of the instructional
resource teachers in a quiet area of the building away from the classrooms. Interruptions
were expected to be nonexistent, as this office is set apart from the academic area of the
school.
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Charter School 3. The third charter school (Charter School 3) selected was
founded in the year 2003 and served grades 6 through 12. Total student enrollment is 693
students: 98% African American and 2% Hispanic. The school is located in an urban area
and receives Title I funding, and 83% of the students receive free or reduced lunch. The
staff consists of 43 regular classroom teachers, 2 Academic Intervention Specialists, a
guidance counselor, and a school psychologist. Forty-six percent of the faculty has less
than 5 years of teaching experience, and 44% have more than 5 years of classroom
experience. All of the core courses were taught (at the time of study) by “highly
qualified” teachers. The average student to teacher ratio was 15:1. The curriculum
focuses on language arts, mathematics, social studies, and science, with a strong
emphasis in science and technology. Students in the middle school are required to take a
course called “Integrated Reading, Science and Math” to improve reading comprehension
and introduce students to conceptual thinking in science and math. There is an extended
academic day (from 7:15 a.m. until 4:30 p.m.), Saturday school, and a summer session.
Extracurricular activities include physical education, show choir, chess club, and athletic
teams. The school building contains 40 classrooms, a computer lab, and space for office
staff and administrative offices. The computer lab is equipped with 23 desktop
computers; the school also has 250 student laptops, 50 teacher-issued laptops, and several
SMART boards. The building is equipped with an engineering lab, and the entire campus
is wireless. Students are required to take end-of-year State-mandated tests, and regular
assessments of State standards are given each quarter using Limelight and Northwest
Evaluation Association programming. Interviews were to be conducted in an empty
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guidance office in a quiet area of the building away from the classrooms. Interruptions
were expected to be nonexistent.
Participant Selection and Description of Teacher Participants
To determine the perspectives of teachers about their measures of meeting higher
state standards, this qualitative study compared the perspectives of teachers of grades 6,
7, and 8 from 3 charter schools in a southeastern state in the United States. Teachers from
these grades were chosen because most charter schools serve middle school-aged
children. Participant charter school teachers were chosen from a pool of selected schools
on the “good standing” or “targeted” list for the 20102011 school year. The 3 schools
chosen from the pool of 15 possessed similar demographic characteristics regarding
enrollment, size of faculty, student-to-teacher ratio, and resources available to teachers
and students. Fifteen teachers from these schools were selected using proportional
stratified sampling, meaning the sampling fraction is the same for each stratum (Mertens,
2010). The use of this type of sampling was to ensure greater precision and reduce
sampling error. The population was divided into language arts, mathematics, social
studies, and science, samples were randomly chosen from each group; This was done to
provide information-rich cases that would allow me to study each case in depth.
According to Mertens (2010), this type of sampling can “be defended on the grounds that
the cases that were selected were not based on recommendations of administrators” (p.
323).
All language arts, mathematics, social studies, and science teachers within the
three schools were asked to participate; the project was presented to the teachers during a
faculty meeting, and volunteers were accepted. The participants were then chosen using
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purposive nonrandom sampling. Of the volunteer pool, language arts, mathematics, social
studies, and science teachers were randomly chosen from each of the three schools. (The
researcher acknowledged the possibility that teachers from each subject area may not
have volunteered; however, all final participants must teach one of the above four
subjects.) This process was to occur at each school until 15 total participants had been
chosen. According to Mertens (2010), six participants are recommended for a
phenomenological study; however, that number will be exceeded for this study.
Charter school teachers were chosen because there is a belief that charter school
students are more difficult to educate than those in traditional public schools because they
typically serve students in low-performing districts, with many poor, minority children
(Buckley & Schneider, 2007, p. 78). This study attempts to analyze the perceptions of
charter school teachers regarding their classroom effectiveness within these charter
schools. Teachers were selected at random to provide a suitable pool of teachers from
different backgrounds. These teachers’ perceptions of success were examined, and
conclusions were drawn on the basis of themes within subject areas, across subject areas,
and between the different schools.
The current qualitative study included 15 charter school teachers. Teaching
experience, subjects taught, grade level, and class size varied among the participants. All
teacher participants were assigned pseudonyms to conceal their identities.
Teacher participants from Charter School 1 include:
1. “Anne” teaches middle school language arts and has five years of teaching
experience. Each middle school grade has two language arts teachers, and Anne’s
focus is on literacy. Prior to becoming a teacher, Anne worked in the business
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field; she holds a Master’s degree in Business Administration and a Master’s
degree in Education. She has worked at two different charter schools in the same
city. Anne spends extra time at the end of each day with students who need extra
tutoring. She also takes her students on field trips throughout the year.
2. “Matt” teaches middle school mathematics, and he is licensed in secondary
mathematics, history, and middle grades. He holds a Bachelor’s degree in
sociology and a Master’s degree in education. He has taught for a total of five
years: one year in a traditional public school and four years in the charter school
setting. Matt began the athletic program at his school and currently coaches one
sport in the fall and one sport in the winter. He has also planned several large trips
for students and raised the necessary funds. Matt arrives at work each day at 6:00
a.m. and does not leave until 7:00 p.m. on most evenings. He has taught grades 6
and 8, and he works closely with special education teachers to modify
assignments for his struggling learners.
3. “Mac” teaches 8th-grade social studies to students at School #1. He holds an
apprentice license in middle grades 4 through 8. Mac has taught for a total of two
years: his first year was spent at a different charter school in the same county.
Mac has created a curriculum for an “honors college” that he hopes to implement
in the middle school next year.
4. “Dan” has taught middle school math teacher for 6 years, with experience in
grades 6 and 7; he is licensed to teach middle grades 4 through 8. He has spent all
six years of his career at Charter School 1. Before becoming an educator, Dan
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worked in finance as an accountant. Dan is active in extracurricular activities and
sponsors the Destination Imagination team and the student council.
5. “Alli” is in her second year of teaching at Charter School 1. She teaches 6th-grade
science and is licensed in middle grades 4 through 8. She was a neuroscience
major at a small liberal arts college in the southeast. Alli is the Science Fair
coordinator, and she also regularly plans 6th-grade family nights. Her typical
work day begins at 6:45 a.m. and ends at 5:30 p.m.
Teacher participants from Charter School 2 will include:
1. “Fred” has been teaching at Charter School 2 for five years. He taught at a
traditional public school for one year before transitioning to Charter School 2.
Fred is licensed in secondary English for grades 7 through 12. He has taught 1
year of 11th-grade English, 2 years of 8th-grade language arts, and 3 years of 7thgrade language arts. Fred is the 7th-grade team leader; he manages the other 7thgrade teachers and is in charge of planning and executing team leader meetings,
Saturday school sessions, and intervention programs.
2. “Tim” teaches 8th-grade mathematics, and this is his 2nd year teaching. Last year,
he taught both 8th-grade mathematics and honors-level Algebra I to 8th graders.
He is a member of the 2011 Teach for America corps and is licensed in chemistry
for grades 7 through 12 and middle grades 4 through 8. Tim organizes a
significant portion of the data that is used by teachers during “Data Days,” which
are held four times a year. The rest of the faculty utilizes the mastery tracking
system that he created. Tim is also as the math department chair.
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3. “Andy” is a 6th-grade science teacher and is currently in his 6th year of teaching;
he is also a member of the 2007 Teach for America corps. Andy holds an out-ofstate license in elementary education for grades K through 6. The first school he
taught at was located in a mid-Atlantic city. He then moved to his current city of
residence and began teaching at Charter School 2. He has coordinated the fall
Saturday school program and has also coached two students to the district-wide
spelling bee. Andy has worked as a team leader, the culture specialist, and the
building representative of the teachers’ union. During the summer of 2009, he coauthored a comprehensive honor code for school implementation. Andy returned
to Teach for America’s institute last summer to work as a Corps Member Advisor.
He has been teaching 6th-grade science and co-directing Saturday school since
the fall of 2010.
4. “Will” is a 2nd-year 7th-grade social studies teacher. He began his teaching career
last year at a traditional public school but moved to Charter School 2 in
September of that year. He is licensed in middle grades 4 through 8. Before going
becoming a teacher, Will worked for eight years as an analyst for a large
corporation. In addition to teaching, Will helps organize intervention programs for
low-level readers.
5. “Hannah” is a 1st-year 6th-grade language arts teacher. She moved to the region
from California and has a degree in education. She is currently licensed in
secondary English for grades 7 through 12. Hannah coaches the cross country
team and serves as one of the athletic coordinators. She has also made several
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faculty presentations during professional development meetings regarding reading
across the curriculum.
Teacher participants from Charter School 3 included:
1. “Erin” is a 1st-year 6th-grade social studies teacher who grew up and attended
high school and college in this city. She majored in philosophy and joined a
teacher residency program upon graduation. Erin is licensed in middle grades 4
through 8 and is working toward a Master of Urban Education degree. She serves
as a faculty mentor for a group of 8th-grade students and assists in planning
school dances.
2. “Angel” is a 2nd-year science teacher in grades 7 and 8. She majored in biology
with a minor in education at a northeastern university. She is licensed in middle
grades 4 through 8 and biology for grades 7 through 12. At the beginning of her
2nd year, she began a science club and ran the school-wide science fair. Angel
also serves as a mentor to a group of 6th-grade students.
3. “Rachelle” is a 1st-year language arts teacher who is also a part of the Teach for
America program. She attended college in the southeast and relocated to her
current city of residence 6 months ago. Rachelle played division III basketball
during college and is currently the assistant girls’ basketball coach. As a member
of the Teach for America program, Rachelle regularly attends professional
development sessions outside of school and has been nominated to serve as a new
teacher-mentor next school year.
4. “John” is a 6th-grade math teacher of 14 years. He attended college in his current
city of residence and has a degree in engineering. He received his Master of
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Artsin Teaching from the same university and is licensed in secondary
mathematics and middle grades. John’s teaching career began at a traditional
public school, where he taught high school Algebra I and II for four years. John
then transferred to a private school in the same area, where he taught 6th-grade
math for 4 years. He is currently in his 6th year of teaching at Charter School 3.
John serves as the middle school boys’ basketball coach. He is also the math
department chair and lead 6th-grade teacher.
5. “Vanessa” is a 2nd-year 6th-grade language arts teacher. She has a degree in
English and is licensed in secondary English for grades 7 through 12. Vanessa is
currently enrolled in an MAT program at a nearby university, and she plans to
graduate at the end of the 2012-2013 academic term. She currently writes the
school newsletter and serves as a mentor to a group of 8th-grade students. In
addition to the newsletter, Vanessa sponsors the wordsmith team and organizes
the school spelling bee.
Data Collection
The current study was designed to investigate the personal experiences of the
chosen participants in this phenomenological study. Based on Merriam’s (2009)
definition of a phenomenological study, the participants’ beliefs and experiences will
provide the foundation for the study and will be based on the assumption that these
experiences and beliefs are shared. For purposes of this study, 15 teachers from three
secondary charter schools were chosen, and each participant was interviewed and
observed once.
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Data was collected via interviews, field notes, and focus group sessions to achieve
triangulation. Triangulation is defined as “qualitative cross-validation among multiple
data sources, resource methods, and theoretical schemes (McMillan & Schumacher,
1984). Methods of data collection at all schools were identical along with the interview
questions that were used. The researcher took notes and collected field notes during
interviews. All interviews, conducted in August 2011, were recorded using a basic tape
recorder and later transcribed. All participants were asked the same questions in efforts to
achieve a high level of consistency. To ensure that no bias influenced the researcher, only
candidates with no working relationship with the researcher were chosen.
A pilot study was conducted at another charter school with similar demographics
(including enrollment numbers and faculty size), and a smaller group of participants
answered the interview questions. This preliminary study ensured the credibility of both
the research questions and the interview questions. The data collected during interviews
were evaluated, and themes were also highlighted.
The charter schools chosen for the current study were located in a community
with a population of approximately 650,000 permanent residents. The community
housing the three schools has historically not supported education. A large state
university and several smaller private colleges are also located within the community.
Permission to conduct interviews was granted by the Institutional Review Board (see
Appendix A), and the participant teachers’ principals and each interviewee signed a
release form.
Interviews. Interviews were scheduled to be 30 minutes in length, but the time
frame was flexible. The interviews were conducted using an informal tone so that
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participants were comfortable enough to provide responses that were rich in detail. The
goal of an interview is to elicit personal responses that reveal participants’ beliefs and
experiences from their points of view. The design of the interview questions was
supposed to encourage teachers to reflect on their experiences in the classroom and in the
charter school setting. The release signed by the participants gave permission to conduct
the interviews them and use the findings from the study.
Interview questions were developed based on Patton’s (1990) six types of
interview questions. Additionally, Krueger and Casey’s (2000) question characteristics
were considered. The six types of questions include: (1) background and demographic
questions, (2) knowledge questions, (3) experience or behavior questions, (4) opinion or
values questions, (5) feeling questions, and (6) sensory questions.
The interview questions that all participants were asked include:
1. What is your philosophy of teaching?
2. Do you think that having more instructional time with students helps to raise
student achievement? Why or why not?
3. Suppose I am a new teacher. What would you say are the most important
elements in a successful lesson and why?
4. Please explain what you focus on when you are planning your instructional time.
5. What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning and instructional
strategies?
6. What do you believe makes you and your school successful or unsuccessful?
7. Suppose it is my first year teaching. What specific strategies would you advise me
to incorporate into my lessons to raise student achievement?
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Questions were purposefully open-ended to “allow the respondent’s concerns and
interests to surface, providing a broader lens for the researchers gaze” (Mertens, 2010, p.
371). The researcher was also open to exploring relevant points as the respondents
described their experiences. These experiences were then used to assess each
participant’s beliefs.
Participant interviews and observations occurred in January 2012. All of the
interviews were recorded via digital tape recorder. Interviews were transcribed no more
than two weeks after the interviews. For purposes of data triangulation, field notes and
journals were collected, aiding the identification of themes. Transcriptions were
compared, and similarities and differences were noted. To avoid researcher bias, no
teachers were chosen with whom the researcher has a working relationship.
Field Notes. Field notes were the primary method used to record observed teacher
actions during the interviews. These observations substantiated the participant’s answers
and provided a richer context for those reflections. The researcher’s role for observations
was complete observer (Mertens, 2010). For these types of observations, I attempted to
become “invisible.” The purpose of the observation was 4-fold, based on Patton’s (1990)
list of observation possibilities. I observed:
1. Program setting: The physical environment.
2. Human and social environment: Interactions between teachers and students.
3. Informal interactions and unplanned activities: Gathering descriptive information
about what people do and what they say to each other.
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4. Nonverbal communication: Dress, expression, physical spacing, and patterns
established regarding how the participant attempts to get the attention of another
person.
Field notes were supposed to be short-hand notes that reference a participant’s responses
and actions. These notes filled in some of the gaps of the interviews, contributed to the
depth of the interviews, and enhanced overall reliability. Notes were typed each week,
and the hand-written notes were kept.
Focus Groups. This qualitative study also utilized focus groups as a method of
data collection. The purpose of a focus group is to observe collaboration among
participants. Focus groups rely on interaction between participants and “are designed to
elicit more of the participants’ point of view than would be evidenced in more researchdominated interviewing” (Mertens, 2010, p. 240). Focus groups can be used to observe
the interaction between participants and their struggles to understand or interpret the
issues raised.
After interviews were completed, a focus group that was open to all 15
participants was held. The purpose of the focus group was to allow participants to share
their perceptions of individual success and the influence the charter school setting had on
that success or lack thereof. The researcher used focus groups to achieve triangulation in
this study and to give participants the opportunity to expand upon or clarify any
information given during interviews. This focus group was conducted to ensure that I had
the opportunity to fully reflect on the information that was collected via interviews and
observations.
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Data Analysis
The current study used data analysis methods that are consistent with this type of
study, and coding was used to analyze interview transcripts, field notes, and journals.
This coding remained flexible throughout the study, as thoughts and experiences may
have changed. Open coding was used when analyzing interview transcripts and
observation notes, and codes were written on the transcriptions. More details pertaining
to coding a case study are found in Figure 1 (developed by Cresswell, 2007):

Figure 1. Adapted from “Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing among Five
Approaches” by J. Cresswell, 2007, p. 172.
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Once interviews were complete, an analysis of the teachers’ answers defined what
participants felt contributed to their success. This information was analyzed, and themes
within each were identified. These themes were then compared, and similarities and
differences were highlighted. There was special focus on each teacher’s perceptions of
success in the classroom and how the teachers achieved or did not achieve those
successes.
The main focus of this study was on emergent themes as based on teacher
perceptions of success within the charter school setting. These themes or categories were
coded, and recurrent themes were also identified. The themes were compared to
determine whether or not a charter school setting influenced their perceived success.
Once data were transcribed, themes were analyzed from the researcher’s
perspective and what “constitutes the nature of this experience” (Creswell, 2006, p. 59).
This was an interpretive process that utilizes my interpretation, in this case, toward
student achievement in charter schools. Results of this study should allow educators to
modify school structure and teaching strategies to raise student achievement. Later in the
study, conclusions will be drawn based on developing themes and patterns.
Scope and Limitations
The current study was designed to provide further insight into the perceptions of
charter school teachers with respect to student achievement. My goal was to provide
information to teachers and administrators regarding achievement in charter schools from
the viewpoint of the teacher.
As discussed in this chapter, I took the necessary precautions to ensure that the
study was designed and conducted with care; however, limitations still exist. As is the
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case with research studies, biases may exist. Lightfoot (1983) sums up the challenges
faced by researchers who go into an unknown environment and work personally with the
participants:
It is not only that qualitative research uses “the person” as the research tool, the
perceiver, the selector, the interpreter, and that one must always guard against
distortions of bias prejudice; it is also that one’s personal style, temperament, and
modes of interaction are central ingredients of successful work. (p. 370)
Variables within the schools as well as outside the schools could have influenced the
study as well. Influences from outside the classroom may have negatively or positively
influenced teacher attitudes during interviews. Sample size, peer relationships, and
community factors may also influence data.
The desire to improve student achievement has created a need to improve teacher
effectiveness. Charter schools have arisen from this need. High-stakes testing and more
rigorous methods of assessing teachers are creating more stringent guidelines for teachers
to follow. These changes necessitated the need to investigate the strategies that charter
school teachers are using to help their students improve at greater rates. The current study
investigated those strategies and used them, along with charter school characteristics, to
identify the ways charter schools are or are not more effective at eliciting student gains
than teachers at traditional schools.
Ethical and Political Considerations
All participants in the current study were older than 18 years of age, and standard
IRB procedures were followed. Teachers (and myself, the researcher) signed a consent
form that described the purpose of the study, the risks and benefits of the study, and the
ways in which the data will be collected. Participants were allowed to withdraw from the
study at any time and for any reason. Approval was obtained from principals and
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administrators to cite that the school, the teachers, and the administrators willingly
assisted in this study. All participants were assigned pseudonyms in the research report,
and great care was taken to protect the anonymity of the teacher participants, students,
and anyone else involved. All transcripts and notes were destroyed at the conclusion of
the study.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
The purpose of the current qualitative investigation is to examine the perceptions
of success among charter school teachers. Specifically, their beliefs and self-efficacy
were studied as related to student achievement. Fifteen charter school teachers from three
local charter middle schools were selected to participate in the study, and data was
collected via interviews, observations, and focus group sessions.
The study was designed to identify the strategies and beliefs that lead to student
achievement from teachers’ perspectives. This study will also provide insight into the
influence structural differences in charter schools have; this insight will be given from a
teacher’s perspective.
To achieve triangulation, three types of data were collected during this study.
Formal interviews were conducted, with questions developed based on Patton’s (1990)
six types of interview questions. Additionally, Krueger and Casey’s (2000) question
characteristics were considered. The six types of questions were: (1) background and
demographic questions, (2) knowledge questions, (3) experience or behavior questions,
(4) opinion or values questions, (5) feeling questions, and (6) sensory questions.
Throughout the interviews, probing questions were also asked in efforts to obtain
additional insight and clarification.
The research questions were designed to investigate teacher experiences and
beliefs regarding student achievement. The questions also addressed the meaning that the
charter school structure had on these beliefs and experiences. Seven interview questions
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were created to investigate the research questions, and each participant was asked the
same interview questions to maintain consistency.
The second method of data collection was focus group sessions. The purpose of
the focus group sessions was to give participants an opportunity to expand or clarify the
information collected from interviews. The session was held in large, comfortable room
in a centralized location. Teacher participants were given the opportunity to discuss the
transcripts and clarify any ambiguous areas.
The third form of data collection included field notes taken during the interview
process. During this note-taking, recorded actions included facial expressions, body
language, and any other action that could enhance the participant interviews. Notes were
used to determine emerging themes and can be found in Chapter 5.
Charter School 1: Research Questions and Responses
The first charter school selected for this study, referred to as Charter School 1, is
located in a large urban area county. The school was founded in 2004 and is currently
serving grades 6 through 12. The school has an extended school day, which runs from
7:30 a.m. until 5:30 p.m. There is a strong emphasis on data-driven instruction, and
teachers are required to attend four “data days” throughout the school year. The
curriculum focuses on language arts, mathematics, social studies, and science, with a
strong emphasis on the arts. The school has its own standards that teachers are required to
follow, and students are given interim assessments at the end of each quarter. The data
collected from the three participant teachers from Charter School 1 was centered on each
teacher’s perception of the effectiveness of their planning, instruction, and assessment.
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The following are the teacher responses to the four initial research questions through the
seven interview questions.
Research Question 1. The first research question was, “What are teachers’
experiences in the classroom as related to successful teaching and strategy
implementation?” The first corresponding interview question was, “What is your
philosophy of teaching?”
All five teacher participants responded with answers that suggested that the
responsibility of student learning should be solely on the teacher. Without hesitation,
Alli, a teacher of two years, responded:
Every student can learn. I believe that their learning has to go beyond facts and
basic knowledge, that we have to be preparing students to be critical thinkers and
really being worldwide citizens and having appreciations for cultures and
different viewpoints from their own. I believe…the teacher is supposed to
foster…and expose children to things outside of their day-to-day life so that they
can come to appreciate the word outside of them.
Matt, who has been teaching math for five years, focused on the importance of
making class fun and motivating students to intrinsically love learning:
It’s all about making the kids really enjoy the learning that they’re doing, because
I think if you set that, especially in the middle school, if you set that as your
primary goal, then everything else becomes much easier. So creating a love…a
strong desire for students to learn kind of takes care of a lot of other stuff, because
you have intrinsic motivation and you have kids buying into what’s going on
every single day.
Matt’s opinion of learning is supported by Lightfoot (1983), who indicated that
love and caring are a key factor in student success and that creating a classroom culture
of trust encourages “risk-taking and moving beyond the safety zones” (p. 232). The
culture created in the classroom helps to engage students and raise levels of motivation.
By raising levels of intrinsic motivation, raised student achievement will follow.
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Anne, an educator of five years, focused on the teacher’s relationship with the
students and the need to make a connection between students’ lives and the material
being presented:
I’ve always believed that the key to education is relationships. That generally the
relationship between the teacher and the student has to be forged before the
student can make a connection with the material itself. My philosophy is always
to build those relationships with kids as a quickly as possible so that they can start
to relate to the material that I present to them. My goal has always been to guide
students towards an understanding of themselves and the world and then the
connection between those two things. I try as often as possible to use literature to
make the connection for them.
Teacher interviews suggested that there was a connection between the material
and the students’ lives, which is substantiated by Langer (2001), who studied effective
teaching. According to Langer, all students can be successful in life: “…there was always
a belief in students’ abilities to be able and enthusiastic learners; they believed all
students can learn and that they, as teachers, could make a difference” (p. 876).
The second corresponding interview question was, “Suppose I am a new teacher.
What would you say are the most important elements in a successful lesson and why?”
Five of five teachers from Charter School 1 identified the need to engage students
from the very beginning of the lesson. The connection between student excitement,
student engagement, and student achievement was evident, as supported by Peterson et
al. (1978), who connected positive teacher perceptions of their classrooms to higher
student achievement.
Alli, who defined the beginning of the lesson as the “hook,” spoke about the need
to intrigue and interest the student at the start of every lesson:
I think that especially with middle grades, you absolutely have to find something
to hook them at the beginning because attention span can be little to nothing. So
you have to be able to hook them and get them to care about it. So that’s where I
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find using controversial issues or just big pictures instead of, ‘Today, we’re going
to learn the nine planets…’ Finding something to really intrigue them, to make
them want to know the content, and go beyond it is huge…So the hook and the
practice part of the lessons I feel are the most important of all. And if you have
those two things, then you are able to deliver instruction in the most concise way
so that they can grasp it very easily and quickly.
This mindset is reflected by Olson and Kirtman (2002), who studied teaching
practices in restructuring, nontraditional schools. A teacher from this study noted: “…the
way that I learned best—and I kind of assume that everyone else learns that way…is to
understand what’s behind what was taught” (Olson & Kirtman, 2002, p. 8).
Anne responded in much the same manner and cited specific activities she used to
grab student attention at the outset of the lesson:
Getting students engaged from the outset is incredibly important. If you don’t do
that, they’re not going to listen for the rest of the time, and students simply don’t
learn when they don’t listen. Finding a way to get them engaged, whether that’s
with a great do-now or a story or even just a question, having them journal,
whatever it is, make sure you get them engaged from the outset. And then for the
rest of the lesson, I would say the most important part is probably changing what
you’re doing every 20 minutes or so. Most kids won’t last more than 20 minutes
at anything, so whether that’s an activity and then a discussion etc., or even if it’s
a discussion about one topic, your need to change that topic dramatically in the
next 20 minutes or so. I would say getting them engaged at the outset and then
breaking your time period into mini lessons rather than trying to stay on one topic
the entire time.
When Matt was asked to determine what he thought was the most important part
of the lesson, he energetically cited the “do now,” explaining the need to give students
something they can do successfully to set a positive tone for the lesson:
I really think that a very effective “do now,” especially for a new teacher, is really
important. It’s something that they come in and they can do that they’re
successful at, that they’re ready to go, to start, because if you get the kids in
sitting and working, and they’re like, ‘Oh, I’m doing well at something,’ the vibe
of the whole class changes for the whole time.
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Dan, a sixth-year mathematics teacher, agreed that the beginning of class is an
extremely important part of the lesson. He was the only teacher to identify independent
practice as equally important. As a math teacher, he felt that assisting students while they
practiced was the best way to help them master the math skills. Dan specified:
The opening, I think, is very important. At that point, you are grabbing the
students’ attention. You are setting the tone of your lesson. And also, independent
practice. I failed to do that my first year—really allowing enough time during
class for kids to work independently, because at that point you are there to assist
the student.
I try to relate the lesson to the student’s personal life, I mean, whatever I
can, whether it’s an R&B singer, a NBA player, dealing with taxes—I talk about
going to the mall, buying the latest pair of tennis shoes. Just something the kids
can relate to. At that point you’ve brought them into your lesson.
The third corresponding interview question was, “Please explain what you focus
on when you are planning your instructional time.”
Four of the five teachers from Charter School 1 indicated that they planned with
the end result in mind. They set their larger goal for the unit and worked backward to
plan lessons. This creates a sequence of lessons that allow the students to reach the goal.
The teachers at this school take 2 1/2 weeks at the beginning of each school year to plan
their yearly final assessments and final unit assessments. From those assessments, they
begin to build unit plans, and from unit plans they begin to construct weekly and daily
plans and assessments. Throughout the school year, there are data days in place to allow
teachers time to go over their most recent assessment data and tweak future plans
accordingly. Teachers create “battle plans” for upcoming units and constantly spiral
between new material and learned material.
Matt spoke broadly about his focus on the end result, and he continued to circle
back to the concept of backward planning. After a moment of thought, he said:
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Obviously, we talk a lot about backwards design and focusing on the end; what is
the goal at the end of the day? A lot of what I plan is like, ‘How am I going to…’
If the goal is to get them…to solve x + 4 = 10, there’s so many things that I have
to do before that that I need them to be successful at, so when they finally get to
that they can be successful with that and they can feel confidence. I think a lot of
what I plan is the smaller steps to the end goal that I’m positive we can be
successful at and really building up to that because, again, success breeds success.
Alli agreed with Matt’s assertion by identifying backward planning as her primary
way of reaching high levels of student achievement. She gave specific examples of
strategies she likes to incorporate into her unit and lesson plans:
My planning this year, I’ve definitely taken a hold of backwards planning and
going from the test I want them to take, to unit plan, all the way down to lessons.
From my grad school courses and then just watching other teachers here, I think
that being able to deliver content in different ways using different strategies has
been huge. So I try my hardest to not just [use] a PowerPoint, taking notes, and
then practicing. So we do lots of gallery walks; either a gallery walk where they
get the information themselves or a gallery walk where they choose what
information they want to learn more about. I think it’s huge that you can offer
them a choice when you can. I also love using little brief articles that I usually
gather information from online and put it in kind of bite-sized bits and have them
practice reading basic science articles, summary paragraphs. And doing reading
comprehension skills, I think, is important for them.
Dan also suggested that backward planning was of importance. He pointed out
that knowing State standards and the objectives drove the planning of his lessons. He also
discussed his work with his lowest performing students. Charter School 1 has a period
called “Focus” for 90 minutes at the end of each day. Dan met with his struggling
students for a second time each day during the Focus period. He determined:
I…plan with the end in mind. I know the objectives, the State standards, and I
know what I want my kids to accomplish by the end of the lessons. So I plan my
lesson around that. That’s from the opening, to the actual lecture, guided practice,
and independent practice, it all leads toward that end result. And even the exit
ticket—mastering that objective for the day.
Anne, an eighth-grade language arts teacher, explained that she starts with the
“how” and then digs into the execution of the explanations:
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The primary thing I start with is ‘How can this be explained to a kid who doesn’t
know very much about it?’ I think that’s something that’s really hard for teachers,
especially new teachers and especially teachers in middle school, is thinking all
the way backwards to when I didn’t know this. Why do I just know how to make
subjects and verbs agree? Why do I just know how to write a sentence and where
a thought ends and where one begins? So kind of digging into how I know that
and why I know that, and then how to explain that to someone.
This routine of backward planning repeatedly arose during these interviews and is
supported by Clark and Yinger (1977), who identified teachers’ planning goals as the
most important influence in the planning process. The teacher must have the end goal in
my mind before they can create a plan to get there. For this reason, the teachers at Charter
School 1 begin each school year by planning yearly and unit assessments, and they take
the time during the year to re-evaluate progress towards those goals.
Coming from a different perspective was Mac, an eighth-grade social studies
teacher who did not mention backward planning but instead focused on student
engagement as a means to raising student achievement. His focus was on the content of
the lesson rather than on the larger goals of the unit or course. He described his
philosophy:
[I] try to focus on the...content, getting it across in a clear way. But that’s not
always the way it is…the way that is clear to me is oftentimes not what’s going to
be clear to the students. So I try to think through the lesson in a way that will
engage the students and make them connect with the material.
I think, to me, it’s often more just I can connect to the story just through
reading it. But with them I need to relate it to, whether it’s their lives or
something more current. So that’s the main [idea]…how do I connect this? How
do I make them think through this in a way that makes sense to them?
The fourth corresponding interview question for the second research question
was, “Suppose it is my first year teaching. What specific strategies would you advise me
to incorporate into my lessons to raise student achievement?”
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Results from this interview question were mixed. Four teachers suggested the use
of repetitive content and subject matter as well as a focus on student’s individual learning
styles as key components in improving and maintaining student achievement. Such
viewpoints of rote-memorization and repetition (as indicated by two of five participants)
indicated that a pedagogical strategy is enhanced through the use of summative
assessments and group/classroom competition. The concept of repetition was highlighted
by Lemov (2010) using a strategy called “At Bats”:
Nothing inscribes and refines a skill so that it can be reliably applied under any
circumstances like at bats, so great lessons should have plenty of them. And if it’s
true that people master a new skill on the tenth or twentieth or one thousandth
time they do it, never the first time, it’s important to factor that into your lessons.
(p. 105)
Two of 5 participants suggested that the utilization of students’ individual
learning styles and interests as well as having an understanding of each student’s learning
preference aids the planning of required curriculum and content. Although the exact
strategy varied among teachers, one teacher contended that the use of cooperative
learning (group work) was most beneficial in raising student achievement. Alli, who
considers herself a constructivist, said:
I think one of the most important strategies that I’ve been able to use is having
students partner up or work in groups… So being able to have them discuss
things. I love being able to teach them the content, but whenever it comes time to
forming an opinion or discussing some type of issue, they need to be doing that
together.
Alli’s use of group work and the concept of cooperative learning was mirrored by
Burden and Byrd (2007), who suggested that cooperative learning produced students with
(a) better interpersonal relationships and (b) more positive attitudes towards class work
and the overall classroom experience. Such a cooperative approach leads to higher
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academic achievement as opposed to strategies that call for the student to work
individually (Johnson, Maruyama, Johnson, Nelson, & Skon, 1981).
Building on his mathematics background, Matt, who teaches 6th-grade
mathematics, felt that practice was crucial in any math class. He circled back to the belief
that students must feel successful in order to actually be successful:
I think math is a heavy, practice-driven subject. I think getting kids to practice,
and practice, and practice is huge… I think finding…balancing your kind of
practice, practice, with…math games or math competitions.
Continuing his thoughts on effective instructional strategies, Matt also noted giving
students a sense of achievement was crucial to effective teaching:
Another thing, too, for math teachers is to make sure, as much as you can, [that
you] provide answers to things even before the kids do it. [This] gives kids a real
sense of achievement when they get it because they see the answer right away.
And there’s effective ways to do it where it’s not just like they can just look at the
answers exactly right. So they’re hidden in a riddle or some way, so they know
right away when the riddle doesn’t make sense.
Anne focused on the assessment portion of a lesson as a way to invest students into their
work and material. She determined:
One strategy that I’ve used at the beginning of every school year: I’ve ever taught
is just to quiz them every day until you don’t have to any more… Planning into
your lesson a daily takeaway so that there can be a next day quiz I think is an
important strategy for first-year teachers.
Both 8th-grade teachers, Mac and Dan, contended that knowing students’ individual
learning styles benefitted planning for assessment of state-required and tested content.
Dan, who teaches eighth-grade math, stated that:
Well, when you think about incorporating things into your lessons, first it’s
important to have the data, if you have it, if it’s available, to look at it and know
where your kids are. And that kind of guides you in the process of how to
approach different standards… If they don’t have the skills that are needed, go
back and teach those skills to make sure that your lessons are successful.
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Mac agreed with Dan, suggesting that creating lesson plans based on student interest and
the use of differentiated instruction allow students to better learn material based on the
approach that is most effective. Mac described:
The most important elements are to engage your students. So, I guess if you look
at the traditional lesson plan, you have some sort of introduction hook, if you
want to call it that, that would gain their interest, whether it’s posing a question
that you will come back to at the end…
So I think really just gaining their interest. I believe that keeping the pace
quick and allowing the students to work on their own and think on their own
throughout the lesson multiple, multiple times is key. I don’t like to go in a strict
guided practice, independent practice-type order. I like to do them all mixed
together.
Mac and Dan’s responses mirrored findings by Burden and Byrd (2007), who suggested
that “interest refers to a student’s affinity, curiosity, or passion for a particular topic or
skill” (p. 109). In order for a teacher to differentiate based on student interest, he or she
must align the key skills and material to topics that will intrigue students. Mac also noted
that he does not like to adhere to a strict lesson plan. Research on the positive influence
of active participation showed that students will learn more if they are active participants
in the lesson (Saphier, Haley-Speca, & Gower, 2008). Active participation does not have
to require getting up and moving around; instead it could involve written participation
with verbal student responses, or activities based heavily on only verbal responses
(Saphier et al. 2008). It is clear from these responses that the teacher participants
recognized higher levels of student achievement when the students were engaged and
interested in the curriculum.
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Research Question 2. The second research question was, “What are charter
school teachers’ perceptions of success?” The first corresponding interview question was,
“What do you believe makes you and your school successful or unsuccessful?”
The teachers from Charter School 1 suggested that teacher motivation drives the
success of the school. All five teachers identified the commitment level of the teachers
and administrators as one of the main reasons their school was successful. The positive
influence of school’s positive collective efficacy was highlighted by Goddard et al.
(2000): “Simply put, collective teacher efficacy is the perception of teachers in a school
that the efforts of the faculty as a whole have a positive effect on students” (p. 503).
Individually, these teachers also acknowledged that their own levels of commitment led
to their students’ academic success. Each teacher cited the different individual
characteristics that they felt made them successful as teachers.
Alli immediately honed in on her school’s mission and stressed that the school
has been successful because every faculty member and administrator have shared
expectations:
I believe our school is so successful because of our mission; it’s a common
mission. So our students know from the minute they get on campus exactly what’s
expected of them, whether those are character qualities that we want them
exuding, or the way their uniform looks, or how they are supposed to participate
in class… It’s a common thread. And because of that, they also know
academically what’s expected of them… I don’t feel like I’m an island in my
school. I love to have people in my classroom at all times. I love getting advice. I
love being able to share advice. I love being able to hit up other teachers for cool
lessons or topics that they talked about. So we’re just very open to that and all
know what we’re in together. That goes from administration down to the newest
teachers.
When asked to speak about her individual success, Alli hesitated for a moment and
thought to herself before sharing:
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I think, first and foremost, you have to have the motivation to do it. I knew when I
started working…that I only wanted to be in a school that was structured, that had
the support system there for not only my students, but for me and the other staff
members. I love my students. I think they are hilarious, and they are so
entertaining and that it honestly makes my job pretty easy. As much planning that
goes in and, you know, hours staying before school and after school, weekends,
sometimes going home and still having hours of work to do…it’s all worth it
when you get to see your students loving what they’re learning and seeing the
bigger picture why science is important.
Matt also pointed out the motivation levels of the teachers and students in his
school. He noted all teachers want to be there, as do all of the students:
People want to be here I think is what makes our school successful. Students want
to be here. Teachers want to be here. And I think you see the most successful
classrooms are the ones where the teachers are like really excited to be in there
every single day. They get annoyed when a fire drill happens because it’s like,
‘Man, that means I don’t get to…’ And you can tell, like when their phone rings,
like they’re annoyed because it’s like, ‘Now I gotta go answer my phone instead
of teaching.’ And you go into good classrooms like that and you talk to those
teachers, you know you would never go, ‘Hey, can I borrow this student…’
because they would say no. And that’s because they want their students there.
They are so excited… I mean, there are teachers who are here before the security
guards every day. So I think that’s what makes our school successful is we have
buy-in.
When addressing his individual level of success, Matt stated:
I think I listen well. In saying that, I mean like when I speak to students, I’m able
to hear what they are saying and quickly assess how they are feeling, what they
know, what they don’t know… And then I think the other thing is I really enjoy it,
so I work a lot and I work hard at it because I really like it. I think I bring that
energy to what I do, to teaching. So I think those are the things that really make
me successful.
When Anne was asked this question, she quickly replied that both she and her
school were definitely successful. She was excited to say:
I honestly think that my personality carries me. I’m able to connect with kids;
kids like me. Even the kids that don’t like me respect me. I think I have a
presence in the classroom. I think that I command that classroom and that I am an
expert in my content area, so nothing really throws me.
I [also] think our school’s very successful. I think the commitment by both
teachers and the administration is something that carries our school through
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everything that a school has to get through. I think that our kids, for the most part,
want to be here, and I think that’s really powerful as well. There’s a handful of
kids who claim they’d rather be somewhere else, but often, when given the
opportunity to leave, they don’t.
I think the two things that make us successful are certainly the
commitment from the adults and the desire from the kids to be a part of the
school.
Anne also focused on the importance of feedback in her classroom as a means to
improve student achievement:
I’ve had a belief my entire career and continue to believe that teacher feedback
written on essays is the absolutely best type of feedback for English classes. It’s
individual, it gives kids something that they can work on, and it also builds that
relationship between students and teachers.
Participants indicated that motivation was the common factor that made Charter
School 1 successful. According to Kaiser (1981), sufficiently motivated teachers operate
on Maslow’s fifth level; therefore, they are more inclined to be successful as measured by
student achievement. The participants’ connections between motivation and higher
student achievement supported the findings of Skinner and Belmont (1993), who found
that students with teachers who made expectations clear and were emotionally engaged
were happier and more enthusiastic in class. This culture of enthusiasm was then directly
connected to student achievement.
The second corresponding interview question was, “Suppose it is my first year
teaching. What specific strategies would you advise me to incorporate into my lessons to
raise student achievement?”
When asked this question, Anne discussed whether or not she gauged her success
in the classroom based on her assessments. She stated that there are many factors that go
into assessments, but her main goal was to understand why a student could be struggling.
Once those reasons were identified, she devised a solution:
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Sometimes you realize when you sit down and talk to a kid that they really do get
it, they really do understand it but they’re being held up by something else. The
way the assessment is designed, they don’t understand the question, they don’t
understand what you want, they ran out of time, whatever it is. I think
assessments can be a true indicator of what’s going on, but you also need to factor
in all the human elements. Kids failing quiz after quiz—obviously they don’t get
it. If a kid fails a quiz, I don’t necessarily assume that kid didn’t understand
anything I taught that day. Sometimes it means I just need to check in with that
kid and see what happened.
Alli openly discussed her weaknesses when she first began teaching and noted
that her new focus on students working in cooperative groups has significantly improved
student comprehension:
They need to be bouncing ideas off of each other. Even getting to watch them
help each other study, it’s cool to see one student only using flash cards and one
student highlighting notes. You watch them figure it out, ‘Oh, that’s a really cool
way to do it too!’ So letting them work together has been incredibly useful… [it]
has definitely helped with their student achievement and really helped them feel
part of a team.
Mac was quite animated as he discussed his first year of teaching, pointing out the
things he wished he had implemented at the beginning of the year. He suggested:
I wish I had started giving them challenging multiple-choice questions that
pushed them beyond just basic content on day one, instead of halfway through the
year… Just things like that that are very obvious at the end of the year that maybe
weren’t as obvious at the beginning. Include things like that in your daily
lessons… That could be your “Do Now”—those five multiple choice questions
that are related to your content from a state test or a test that’s harder than that.
Mac, unlike the other teachers, pointed out that it would be helpful for teachers to
reach out to teachers from the previous year to better understand what the students knew
and where they needed improvement. He stated:
I would talk to a teacher who taught your content last year, and I would ask them,
‘By the end of the year, what were some things that you looked at and you knew
for a fact that you wish you done this past year?’
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This statement connected to research on the positive influence data-driven
instruction has had on student achievement. Having meaningful discussions with the
previous year’s teachers helps guide the new teacher when planning for the year. This
information supported research by Bambrick-Santoyo (2010), in which teachers created
rigorous assessments and worked with new teachers to execute lessons that met the new,
more rigorous standards. The teachers were able to collaboratively plan and target
students in need of remediation.
Research Question 3. The third research question was, “What are the benefits of
spending more academic time at school?” The corresponding interview question was,
“Do you think that having more instructional time with students helps to raise student
achievement? Why or why not?”
All five of the teachers from Charter School 1 walked through the structure of a
day, the length of their classes were, and the amount of time they spent at school.
Students were in academic classes from 7:30 a.m. until 4:30 p.m. Classes were 90 or 60
minutes in length, dependent upon the subject. All five participants also indicated that
additional instructional time with students helped raise student achievement levels;
however, one of the five teachers stressed the importance of productive use of extra
instructional time. All of these teacher participants noted that there was a limit to how
much a student can take throughout the course of one day. Alli, a sixth-grade science
teacher, responded:
...A lot of my students this year have even told me coming from their elementary
schools, they’ve never had a science class or they’ve only had science once or
twice a week. I have five days, an hour at a time, with them to teach and learn.
And since we have the extended day, we have extra time at the end of the day that
gets focused towards reading and remediation.
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Anne reacted positively to the extended-day schedule and determined that classes
should be longer than 50 minutes to engage in an effective lesson cycle. She stated:
...I think a lot of times in traditional schools, a 50-minute class allows students to
kind of skate by. Fifty minutes is really just not that much time. By the time you
open and by the time you close, there’s basically 25 to 30 minutes for a kid to ‘get
through’ before class is over.
Anne’s classes were 90 minutes in length, and she saw her students every day. She also
had a specific remediation group that she saw for another 60 minutes at the end of the
day. All mathematics and language arts teachers at Charter School 1 followed this
schedule.
Matt also said more instructional time was beneficial, going into detail about the
length and structure of his math classes:
I get an hour and a half with kids instead of 50 minutes or an hour, let’s say. So I
have an extra 30 minutes… So everything I do, so, for example, a “do now,”
instead of only being able to give like 5 minutes for it, now I give 10 minutes for
this “do now.” So now they’ve gotten that extra five minutes every day to practice
whatever it is I’m doing, whether it’s multiplication, factoring. And everything
can just go a little longer. We can go a little deeper into things… It allows us to
really slow down and get in-depth and not feel so rushed.
Mac, a second-year social studies teacher, articulated:
If done well, it does. If not done well, my answer a minute ago is not absolute.
But if done well, there’s no question. It’s more time that the children can be
taught. And I think at the end of the day some would argue that a longer school
day is not beneficial… It’s like practicing anything else—if you do it the right
way, the more hours you put into it, the better you will get at it.
The affirmation (coming from four of five teachers) that more instructional time
was indeed effective supported Fleming’s (2011) research, which determined that
extended instructional time had a positive influence on the teacher and school autonomy
because a program can be designed that fits their needs. It was also determined that the
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extra time allowed principals to make strategic connections that resulted in extra tutoring
sessions, mentoring, and collaborative projects.
Research Question 4. The fourth research question was, “What are the benefits
of using data-driven instructional strategies?” The corresponding interview question was,
“What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning and instructional
strategies?”
All five teachers expressed that they used assessment data often and in many
different ways; however, one teacher, as compared to other teachers, expressed that she
probably uses it less than most. Types of assessments ranged from large interim
assessments to small checks for understanding during one lesson. Similar to the teachers
at the schools from Inside Urban Charter Schools (2009), the teachers at Charter School
1 were required to do interim assessments. Data were used to drive instruction, plan
future lessons, and reteach objectives that students did not master.
Alli, a second-year teacher, discussed the increased level of importance data
analysis has in her planning as opposed to her first year of teaching when she did not use
it as often. She was positive in her description of how she used data to help guide her
teaching and raise student achievement:
It definitely plays a bigger role than it did for my first year of teaching. I now am
able to track my assessments, and I track standards. So, you know, there’s so
many points per problem and I track how many they get correct out of that… So
very easily, after I input all of the data, I can go in and look immediately to see
what each student’s percentage was and then overall for the whole 6th grade. It’s
been useful to see what they grasp really well and what they definitely need help
with… And then that obviously allows you to look at reteaching things.
Matt was adamant that the teacher is 100% responsible for making sure the
students are learning:
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When I look at a test or a quiz and I see that every student has gotten #14 wrong,
for me, right away it’s one of two things. One, I made a mistake and I did
something wrong. If everyone got it wrong, that’s usually what the case is… Or
two, clearly we didn’t learn this yet; somehow we didn’t do it.
So, a lot of times, what I like to do is I like to try to go back and pinpoint
what it is of that test problem or quiz questions they didn’t understand. And same
thing when we do a problem on the board, you know, which is, I guess, really
informal data, but data nonetheless. I looked around, and when I asked this
questions, I didn’t get a single hand up, which means, ‘Wait a minute. Somehow I
thought in my lesson planning we were going to be able to make that jump and we
didn’t make that jump.’
So a lot of the data I take is kind of more informal, but it’s data
nonetheless and it really dictates, ‘Alright, where are the gaps? Where are the
holes? What do we need to fill in so, again, to get to get to the goal of our students
being successful?’
This “no excuses” attitude was supported when Klein (2011) stated: “It’s our job
to teach [students] no matter what. We are often the adults that children see with the most
consistency and frequency, and we are responsible for their educations, in the broadest
sense of that word” (para. 3). The use of data was helping teachers “own” student
achievement and take full responsibility for their progress. When assessments were
created by teachers, they automatically had ownership over the data and consequently of
the gains the students made. Giving them a large stake in the learning and assessment
process will give them a large stake in the results (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2010).
Anne clearly indicated that she did not use data analysis as much in her planning
and lesson execution although she is required to track individual student data and give
weekly and unit assessments. She met regularly with the Dean of Curriculum and
Instruction to debrief about her results and discuss changes to future lessons. All of this
was accomplished with the end goal in mind: raising student achievement. According to
Anne:
I am probably not a huge proponent of data analysis. I probably use it less than
most. I think part of that has to do with my subject area. I think if I taught math or
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science or even social studies at the middle school level where it’s much more
about memorizing, then I might use it more.
I do a lot of little quizzes on things that are concrete. That gives me
enough data to be able to tell whether a kid is with me, is learning, is studying,
etc.
Though Anne was the least supportive of data-driven instruction, she was clearly
on board with the mission of her school and was willing to comply with the school’s
expectations.
The information collected from the five teachers at Charter School 1 affirms
Merseth’s (2001) observations that “schools also hold teachers accountable for
instructional outcomes through frequent, systematic assessment of student learning” (p.
188). The data at this school was used to assess student mastery and determine what the
teacher needed to reteach. Four of the teachers had positive views on the use of data to
improve their instruction while Anne was “giving it a chance.” This supports BambrickSantoyo’s (2010) assertion that: “The proper use of data-centered methods in education
isn’t an empty platitude and isn’t a matter of mindlessly teaching to the test—it’s a
clearly defined and incredibly effective pathway to academic excellence” (p. xxii).
Charter School 2: Research Questions and Responses
The second charter school selected for this study, Charter School 2, was located in
a large urban area. Charter School 2 was founded in 2002 and currently serves grades 6
through 8. The school has an extended school day, which runs from 7:30 a.m. until 5:00
p.m. The curriculum focuses on language arts, mathematics, social studies, and science.
There is a summer session that is designed to teach and reinforce cultural and behavioral
expectations and to review academic skills. The school has an intense focus on datadriven instruction and requires regular faculty meetings to analyze the most recent
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assessments. There is also a strong focus on intervention that offers specialized
instruction and practice for students who are not reading on grade level and facilitates
literacy development for all students. The data collected from the five teachers were
centered on each teacher’s perception of the effectiveness of their planning, instruction,
and assessment.
Research Question 1. The first research question was, “What are teachers’
experiences in the classroom as related to successful teaching and strategy
implementation?” The first corresponding interview question for was, “What is your
philosophy of teaching?”
Three of the five teachers immediately stated that their teaching philosophies
were directly related to the belief that “all students can learn.” All three placed the
responsibility on the teacher rather than on students, parents, or other external factors
(e.g., socioeconomic status, community support, living conditions). In schools where
most of the students are from families living below the poverty line, there can be many
difficulties, such as not having enough food or electricity and having parents who are
working several jobs. Many factors contribute to the potential success of a student. Tim, a
second year math teacher, stated:
I think that every single kid can learn. And no matter where they’re starting off
the year… I teach math, so wherever they start off, by the end of the year they can
all be at the same point… A lot of times, all of the spiraling skills that they
struggle with at the beginning of the year, by the end of the year are things that
are no longer part of their achievement gap.
Andy reiterated that all students have the desire to learn and that the teacher is
responsible for initiating that learning:
If a student is not successful, then it’s because either I haven’t done a good job of
investing them in the fact that they can learn or investing them in the fact that they
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want to learn. From there, I feel like if the teacher takes ownership of what’s
going on in his or her classroom, then it’s a lot easier to make changes in the way
you teach. Be solution-oriented, and come up with things that actually work
instead of just beating something over their head for a full year and then
wondering why it doesn’t pan out the way you want it to.
Fred, a fifth-year language arts teacher, approached this question differently,
discussing the need to help students grow morally and ethically rather than just
academically:
My philosophy of teaching would be trying to do more than just the subject that I
teach; to go beyond just reading class and English and grammar, but also kind of
touch values that will assist students throughout their lives. So, not just academic
lessons, but also lessons on behavior and conduct in manners, and just…trying to
mentor through teaching.
Fred’s observation supported Solomon and Battistich (2002), who identified that
there were two types of moral education, direct and indirect, and that both were crucial to
effective schooling. This article also cited Hartshorne and May (1928), who found that
there were “general positive effects of school and classroom atmosphere and ‘morale’”
(p. 573).
The second corresponding interview question was, “Suppose I am a new teacher.
What would you say are the most important elements in a successful lesson and why?”
Results varied among participants, as teachers cited many different elements, such as
alignment, rigor, end goals, introduction, closing, and organization.
According to Andy, the three elements of a lesson that were most important in
raising student achievement were end goals, alignment, and rigor:
I would say one is…do you know what you are teaching? How specific are you
around exactly what students need to be able to do by the end of the lesson? Call
it objectives, call it your aims, your purpose, whatever it is.
I would [also] say alignment throughout the lesson. So, is every single
thing that’s happening driving towards that end goal…Is the teacher able to gauge
throughout the entire lesson exactly what students know at all times? So like, are
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you doing effective checks for understand? Are you assessing at the end of the
lesson properly? Are you asking the kids questions that hit on the really important
piece of information that you need from them?
And then, lastly, I would say just the rigor as well. Are you pushing kids
to the extent that they really need to be pushed? Are you asking them to get to the
place where they need to be, or are you just asking them to kinda do average
stuff? So being able to really push kids to the extent that they need to be pushed.
Fred hesitated for a moment and eventually described the introduction to the
lesson as the most important. He focused on the need to show students how the material
will apply to their lives and their futures. At the end of his response, he wavered in his
certainty and identified the beginning, middle, and end as important.
…Introducing the lesson well, when you explain what you are doing. I think one
of the most important aspects is why we’re doing it. ‘Why am I teaching this?
How can I actually apply it in a practical way outside of the classroom, either now
or as an adult?’
I think if you have all of those kinds of beginning, middle, and end
components within the lesson, then you are going to walk away actually being
able to have something to grasp, something to hold on to that they learn.
Tim was confident in his answer but did not single out one area of the lesson as
most important. He did cite the beginning of the lesson, the variety of lessons in a unit,
and the closing of a lesson.
“Do Now” is always like bringing in either previous skills or bringing in things
that are important to the lesson for that day. I try to make something that kids can
do without having to ask me for help; they can do it independently. We check the
“Do Now” so they get immediate feedback.
Going to the lesson, I try to make each day different. I think that helps the
kids out a lot, just doing something a little bit different each day so that they feel
there is some variety.
I would say that by the end, get to an exit ticket and have homework in
order to reinforce what we did during the day.
Hannah, a first-year language arts teach, suggested that organization was the key
to a successful lesson Good organization helps the teacher to transition smoothly and
quickly to the next part of the lesson, eliminating “down time.” Hannah stated:
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I would say most definitely organization. In my experience, I’ve found that when
I’m organized and my lesson is going from one thing to the next, it cuts down on
behavior problems. Students are more with it and they are engaged in the lesson.
And the lesson is overall much more successful. So I would say organization.
In summary, teachers identified six areas of the lesson believed to be most
important, and all teachers determined that focusing on these areas results in higher
student achievement. These observations were also supported by recent studies on
effective teaching. Alignment to state standards has become crucial to the success of a
school and the success of the students. The advent of data-driven instruction places an
emphasis on assessment and end goals. Teachers are now planning lessons based on
objectives that they have written to achieve the end goals of the course (Saphier, HaleySpeca, & Gower, 2008). Student mastery is the top priority, and participants in the
current study have identified ways that they achieve those goals.
The third corresponding interview question was, “Please explain what you focus
on when you are planning your instructional time.” Out of the five teachers interviewed,
three cited student engagement and interest as a priority in their lesson planning. Lemov
(2010) referred to this as “The J-Factor” (2010, stating that: “It turns out that finding joy
in the work of learning—the J-Factor—is a key driver not just of a happy classroom but
of a high-achieving classroom” (pp. 214-215). Students who were happy and interested in
what was happening in the classroom were more likely to master and retain the
objectives. Two of the five teachers determined that their focus was on the objectives
themselves. They begin their planning with the daily or weekly objectives in mind and
were sure to let students know what those objectives were.
Tim began his planning by thinking about how he was going to get his students
engaged in the lesson:
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I’m thinking about how they are going to be engaged, because for math, it’s
really, really hard to get them invested in what we’re doing. So I try to think about
anything I can possibly do to make it more interesting and more entertaining or
make it connect to something bigger.
So, for like today, we did something with the ACT, and really, I could see
in the class today that they [the ACT questions] gave an extra boost to some
rather boring problems that would normally not be something interesting, because
the kids are excited to be doing something that’s on 10th- and 11th-grade level
work, and it is actually from the ACT, so they are questions that are preparing
them.
Similarly, Fred identified the need for students to understand the importance of
the material and the applicability of the lesson to “real life.” He stated:
I focus on trying to make it practical to where they actually see the value of it
beyond just, ‘You have a test Friday. You need to do well on it.’ I try to show
them how the test was just to see if they understand it, but, ‘Here are the reasons
why it’s actually going to benefit you even beyond college.’ College is a very
obvious reason why you need to learn how to read well and interpret well and
respond to text well, but even after college when you are leaning the rest of your
life, that’s when it really comes into play. Are you still going to have these skills
that will help you become a more learned individual throughout your life?
Will, a second-year science teacher, was clear that student’s individual needs
should come first and that the need to engage students with interesting lessons was
paramount in his classroom:
The first thing is to keep it interesting, especially in middle school. So have an
interesting lesson that really engages the student and makes them want to learn.
Keep things fast-paced so that instruction doesn’t become stale.
Andy stated that his main focus was on his end goals. He begins planning with his
own weekly goal and then worked from there:
I kind of like a unique thing where I have a weekly focus for myself. So,
sometimes, for instance like last week, I was working on meaningful text for
understanding. So that will be kinda something I focus on in my planning, is
where in this lesson am I doing my check for understanding? Who am I going to
ask? What am I going to ask them? What do I expect them to say? What am I
going to say if they say this?
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Pretty much week to week I consistently think about exactly what do I
need kids to know by the end of the week? How am I going to get them to do
that? Is everything I’m doing driving towards those results?
Lemov (2010) determined that planning objectives before the rest of the lesson
helps teachers avoid the distraction of planning activities. According to Lemov (2010):
The first teacher starts with a question, ‘What will I do today?’ The second starts
with, ‘How will I accomplish what I need to master today?’ The first question
puts the teacher at risk of being distracted by the qualities of the activity: Will it
be fun? Exciting? Will it allow her to use a technique she enjoys? The second
question focuses the teacher on the goal: What exactly does she want her students
to be able to do when the lesson is over? Both are teaching standards, but the
discipline of the second approach is more likely to yield results. Great teachers
plan objectives, then assessments, then activities. (pp. 9-10)
Similarly, Hannah, a first-year sixth-grade language arts teacher, said she begins
with the daily objective when planning her lessons:
When I am planning my instructional time, I focus on my objective for the day.
So I set an objective, and my introduction to new material, my guided practice,
everything is building up to helping the student reach that objective independently
by the end of class. That is always in mind, and then I use strategies to help get
them there.
Such findings supported Yinger (1979), who also examined lesson planning. He
determined that the routine of lesson planning improved teacher effectiveness, which in
turn improved student achievement. Routinizing lessons saved time and allowed the
teacher to focus more on the content. With more time to focus on content, the teacher was
also able to provide more individual attention to students who have not mastered the
necessary objectives (Yinger, 1979).
The fourth corresponding interview question was, “Suppose it is my first year
teaching. What specific strategies would you advise me to incorporate into my lessons to
raise student achievement?” This question elicited a variety of responses, with a clear
trend towards assessment, preplanning, and classroom management. Three of five
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teachers identified strategies that were categorized as assessment and planning. While
those three participants spoke extensively about planning and assessing, it was noted that
excellent planning would lead to good classroom management. Two of the five teachers
from Charter School 2 determined that classroom management and teacher presence must
be strong before effective learning can take place. They determined that good classroom
management results in mastery of objectives, as supported by Burden and Byrd (2007).
Successful teachers were good managers of their classrooms first and excellent executors
of the lessons second. Behavior problems were minimized if students were active and
engaged in the lesson. Students also felt more supported in classrooms where the culture
was warm and strict at the same time.
Fred and Will both strongly felt that classroom management strategies were of
high importance. They suggested that the teacher always has a plan for classroom
management. They cited well-planned lessons as a deterrent for poor behavior. Will
suggested that a new teacher should:
Come in with a definite plan [for] how you want to handle behavior in class
because that’s one thing that first year teachers seem to struggle with. Next,
always make sure you have well-planned lessons. The better you plan, the more
time you put into a lesson on the front end, makes it that much easier to actually
pull the lesson off in class.
These findings regarding the connection between management and planning
mirrored Burden and Byrd (2007), who found that teachers ask themselves the following
questions if they are having trouble managing their classrooms:
Is the material too difficult to be completed independently? Is it too boring? Is it
too long? Could the material be mastered with a shorter assignment? Was there
sufficient preparation in class before students were to do the seatwork or
homework? Are there other ways to provide practice and to assess student
progress without having seatwork and homework every day? (p. 277)
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Tim felt that teacher presence must be strong for a lesson to be successful:
If you walk in and you have a tone that’s authoritative, that is important. But if
you walk in with a tone that is derogatory or a tone that is negative and you
aren’t…and the kids see it as confrontational, then they are going to respond the
same way… So if you don’t show them respect at any point, they feel like it’s
open[ed] the door to respond the same way.
Tim’s specifically cited Lemov (2010), saying:
I would say that regularly using some of the Teach Like a Champion techniques,
cold calling, and the other checks for understanding’s that they suggest are really
effective because it can be a small thing that you incorporate on a daily basis in
any content area, and you will see student engagement change.
Andy strongly felt that assessment was one of the most crucial things a teacher
must do in the classroom to be successful:
I think that a big error that someone can make as a first year teacher is just really
not knowing what kids know before they move on. So, whether that’s through
having better assessments and doing them in a way that allows you to get more
data more readily, or doing better checks for understanding, or encouraging more
group work where you can monitor conversations… So I would say, definitely
including things that allow you to gauge exactly where students are.
Regarding assessment and preplanning, Fred answered:
…Assessing students well. Assessing them on what you taught them and planning
backwards; just kind of seeing where you want to go by the end of the year,
knowing…what you are aiming for so that you can create your lessons with a goal
in mind, rather than just coming in and teaching a lesson and then kind of
deciding what to teach next. So I think preplanning your lessons at the beginning
of the year is a really huge strategy that helps you kinda stay on point and make
reasonable lessons throughout the year.
Hannah, a sixth-grade language arts teacher, quickly identified more specific
examples for focus, all of which were linked to effective planning. She was comfortable
changing plans for the week based on her assessment of students’ mastery, both written
and verbal. She stated:
I would most definitely encourage you to have a “Do Now” at the beginning of
every class because when students walk in and they have something to do that is
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helping them become engaged in the lesson, that really helps just the flow of the
lesson, and it helps their brains be more focused for the day.
I would also encourage an exit ticket. I tell my students it’s kind of their
time to show off what they have learned that day. So it kind of helps their
confidence, encourages them that way. But then also shows me, I can analyze it
and see who’s mastered it, what my next day teaching should look like. If they’ve
mastered it I can move on. If not, I maybe should teach it in a different way.
Lemov (2010) mentioned the importance of these checks for understanding,
suggesting that teachers should always assess what their students know and modify the
lesson based on that data. Waiting until there was an obvious disconnect between student
and material would result in lost time and overall mastery. According to Saphier et al.
(2008), checking for understanding should be done frequently and in several ways:
reading body language, asking “checking” questions, and “dipsticking.” Dipsticking
refers to “taking a reading on the learning just as the oil dipstick in an auto engine gives
you a reading on the oil level in the reservoir” (Saphier et al., p. 191). These checks are
imperative for a teacher to determine specific points of misunderstanding.
Research Question 2. The second research question was, “What are charter
school teachers’ perceptions of success?” The first corresponding interview question was,
“What do you believe makes you and your school successful or unsuccessful?”
According to Tim, an eighth-grade math teacher, there was a strong correlation
between personal and collective success and data-driven instruction. When asked what
makes his school successful, he stated:
I think the strategic way that we approach education with using data driven
instruction and really focusing lesson plans…to meet student needs and student
interest helps a lot with academic gains.
Tim went on to describe what makes him successful as a teacher:
I would say using data to strategically make decisions because at any given point,
I know what the best use of my time is and I know what the best use of their time
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is… They know if they are not doing well and they know why. I know if they are
not doing well, and I know why as well. And their parents do because I use the
data to communicate with them.
Fred articulated that his school has common philosophies, which helped him succeed as
an individual teacher. He suggested:
We have a lot of teachers who have the same mindset and the same…philosophies
and the same ideas about why we’re here…I feel that being able to collaborate
with other teachers who have a likeminded view of why we’re here and what
we’re doing really helps me to stay motivated and stay positive.
Such findings of common school culture were in support of Olsen and Kirtman
(2002), who stated that a school’s “common vision” was a means to higher student
achievement. Personal relationships within a like-minded faculty created an atmosphere
of trust and ultimately led to success for students. Teacher participants described the
school culture and support system as critical to their success.
Hannah, a first-year sixth-grade language arts teacher suggested that the school’s
support system and culture contributed to the overall success of the students. In her
explanation, she indicated that high expectations of the faculty and administration,
combined with her individual focus on differentiation, resulted in higher student
achievement:
I think that one thing that really helps our school be successful is the culture that
we’ve established. What I’ve found is that there is a support system and there is a
system in place for behavior, and students know the expectation and the
consequences if they don’t meet the expectation. It really helps them focus in
class, and it helps our learning time.
I think as a teacher something that I do [to raise student achievement] is I
mix it up, and I differentiate my lessons to the point where students know what a
certain day holds. So they might do a gallery walk, or we might be doing group
work, or a PowerPoint, or a game…
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Hannah’s individual approach is Vygotskyian in nature, as she takes into
consideration her students’ prior knowledge to structure lessons and activities around
their needs (Barr, 2001).
The second corresponding interview question was, “Suppose it is my first year
teacher. What specific strategies would you advise me to incorporate into my lessons to
raise student achievement?” Four of the five teachers agreed that the opening hook is
extremely important, which supported Lemov’s (2010) theory that the hook is one of the
most important parts of a lesson. The hook was 1 of 49 techniques discussed in his book
Teach Like a Champion and was defined as “the short introductory moment that captures
what’s interesting and engaging about the material and puts it out front” (Lemov, 2010, p.
75). The hook was necessary to grab the students’ attention and inspire them to learn.
When discussing the hook at the beginning of her lessons, Hannah stated:
I would most definitely encourage you to have a “do now” at the beginning of
every class because when students walk in and they have something to do that is
helping them become engaged in the lesson, that really helps just the flow of the
lesson, and it helps their brains be more focused that day.
Hannah also discussed the exit ticket as an integral part of her lesson:
Also, I would encourage an exit ticket. I tell my students it’s kind of their time to
show off what they learned that day. So it kind of helps their confidence,
encourages them that way. But then it also shows, I can analyze it and see who’s
mastered it, what my next day teaching should look like. If they’ve mastered it I
can move on. If not, I maybe should teach it a different way.
Andy took the stance that teachers have certain areas of strength: either planning
or execution.
My thought is that people probably have skills that either let themselves be better
planners or better at executing. So, seeing how to leverage those strengths to bring
those into the other area. If someone is a really great planner but then can’t
execute, I’m thinkin, ‘OK, that’s something we can work on.’ But with the

97

planning, I feel like that’s something that happened more on your own and often
relates to just either a knowledge gap or a skills gap.
This determination was in support of the assumption by Saphier et al. (2008) that
“Skillful teachers are made, not born. They have learned the skills they use, and others
can look at what they are doing in the classroom and say what is skillful about it” (p. 1).
Both planning and execution can be learned, and the success of both directly correlated to
higher student achievement.
Will, as he had discussed earlier in his interview, referred to the importance of the
opening and introduction of new material. He contended that students must be engaged to
master new material. Without a proper “hook” at the beginning of a lesson, the teacher
will not keep the attention of the students:
I think the most important part is the opening and introduction of new material. I
think both of those, because they are right at the beginning, are the most important
because if you’ve lost a student by the time you get to guided practice or
independent practice, then the day is over with. They are not going to want to
work when it’s time for independent practice. They do it, but half-heartedly. They
are not really engaged and giving it their best.
If you can interest them in the introduction of new material and really grab
them at the opening, they are going to want to do what they’re doing in
independent practice. They’re going to want to learn it and they’re going to want
to try to master what they’re working on.
In summary, teachers noted student engagement, checks for understanding, and
preplanning as the most important ways to elicit higher student achievement. All three of
these concepts were directly linked to each other, and each was critical to student
mastery. The determinations regarding preplanning supported a teacher planning study by
Yinger (1979). Yinger (1979) cited preplanning as arguably the most important. The
classroom is unpredictable, and extensive preplanning will prevent unforeseen events or
behavior problems from occurring.
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Research Question 3. The third research question was. “What are the benefits of
spending more academic time at school?” The corresponding interview question was,
“Do you think that having more instructional time with students helps to raise student
achievement? Why or why not?”
The five teachers from this school overwhelmingly agreed that more instructional
time was beneficial to students. Fred declared, “I absolutely believe that more
instructional time helps to raise student achievement. The more time they are in the
classroom in a focused learning environment, the better they are going to be prepared for
rigorous academic requirements.” Teachers also suggested that having extra time was
beneficial because it allowed them to successfully spiral their lessons to incorporate old
and new skills. According to Boyd (2009), there are four major improvements that
accompany a longer school day: (1) it narrows the achievement gap, (2) it makes life
easier on working families, (3) improves student motivation, and (4) improves children’s
health. She determined that the longer school day gives teachers more time to tutor
students. Those students in low-income families were not able to pay for tutoring outside
of the school, which led to an unfair advantage for the more affluent students.
Andy also agreed that more time at school was favorable, with the caveat that the
time must be used properly and there was a limit to how long students can stay focused:
Yes, with the condition that it’s used properly. I don’t think time... Time does not
equal achievement. Time spent well can equal achievement…What that time
looks like, I think, can look very different from school to school, or even from kid
to kid. I think given the reality that our kids are so far behind, we need some extra
time to catch them up.
Will described his support of extra instructional time by specifically discussing
the time he spent with his students. He described his hours as 6:30 a.m. until 5:00 p.m.,
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with the exception of the days when he monitored homework club. When asked this
question, he stated:
Without a doubt. You just have more time to give individual attention to students.
Last year, I taught language arts, and we taught in roughly 2-hour blocks. You
could teach two or three lessons in that time or you could slow it down and teach
one and half long lessons and just have the time to really do independent work to
spend individual time with students that were struggling and needed the help.
Tim also described his use of instructional time by determining that he was able to
spiral material more effectively and incorporate more practice into the lessons:
It just takes them longer to work out the same amount of stuff… especially
since… They are coming from being really, really behind. So that speed comes
from practice. And if I didn’t have more instructional time, they would not be able
to get that practice in and would not be set up for success.
Similarly, Hannah described the extra time as a way to have students practice the skills
that have been presented. She also discussed the benefit of having more time to work
with her students on skills that may not otherwise be addressed, such as speaking
professionally:
Having more instructional times gives us more time to practice skills that we learn
in class and kind of reinforce what we’re learning. So that’s been really valuable
in our school day.
Also, I think it’s valuable just because you can be around the students a
lot. Something that we confront in my writing class, my sixth grade writing class
is standard English and how we practice standard English at school. And when
they hear their teachers speak in a certain way and they practice speaking, just
little things even with how they speak can be influenced in an extended day.
Such teacher observations supported Mourshed and Whelan’s (2010) discussion
of the most successful schools. Such research determined that the average student only
spends approximately half of their waking hours in school. Using a high-performing
KIPP school as an example, they cited that students spend 60% more time in school than
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students attending traditional schools. This time was accrued via longer school hours, a
longer school year, and Saturday school.
Research Question 4. The next research question was, “What are the benefits of
using data-driven instructional strategies?” The corresponding interview question was,
“What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning and instructional
strategies?”
All five of the teachers agreed data analysis played a significant role in their
planning and in the success of their students. They cited weekly and unit assessments as
well as daily checks for comprehension and closing quizzes or “exit tickets.” Tim
reflected on his use of data, saying that:
I would say it’s pretty relevant and I use it all the time. I quiz on a weekly basis
and analyze those results to know what I need to do in the next week. And then on
a daily level, give exit tickets or give small quizzes, or do checks for
understanding and track how many people are responding to those questions so
that I know where I need to target, where the best use of my time is.
Andy was extremely positive about the use of data in his classroom, stating:
It’s probably the most important thing that goes on, more so in the planning than
the instructional strategies themselves. I use those numbers to really drive my
approaches with individual classes. So, for instance, last week there was one class
that had a 60 quiz average. And so, I’m looking at their quizzes very individually,
looking at what answers they put for certain things, what would the
misconceptions be?
As far as the benchmark scores go, the data from that is really useful, too.
All these tutoring groups are formed by the analysis of that data from the
benchmark.
Datnow, Park, and Kennedy (2008) studied a high-performing urban charter high school,
stating that:
A teacher who is really effective at using data to drive their daily and weekly
instruction would be a teacher who immediately analyzes the data and is able to
translate student performance into some sort of adjustment in their instructional
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strategy…It also needs to be a teacher who will not settle for 70% passing. (p. 5)
This defined effective classroom use of data and supported the assertions of the five
teachers at Charter School 2. Datnow, Park, and Kennedy (2008) expanded the
increasingly large body of literature arguing that high-performing schools and school
systems continuously use student data to inform instruction. Fred reiterated this point,
saying:
It plays a significant role. I see what students are skilled in and what they seem to
grasp. I focus on the things in the classroom that they seem to struggle more with,
especially with standardized testing being such an integral part of teaching… I
can use that data to really focus on the things that they are going to be tested on.
I usually assess weekly, at the end of the week. Most of the time, it’s not a
standardized test that the state or the city provides. But I usually give an
assessment at the end of each week over the lesson that we learned.
Will, who is in his second year of teaching at Charter School 2, noted that the
emphasis on data-driven instruction has increased significantly since the beginning of last
year.
Up until this year, it hasn’t played a whole lot. But we have moved this year, at
our school, to really analyzing data and looking at student achievement, students
are doing. It really has given me the opportunity to see… We’re looking at
standards and how we’re mastering standards. It gives me, I guess, the
opportunity to see, you know, if we’re testing on five or six different standards on
a unit test, to say, ‘Oh, great. They did well on SPI 77.1 but struggled on 77.3.’ So
it gives you an idea just to see where they are really struggling. You’ve always
had that idea in the back of your head: ‘They’re not doing well on this. They’re
not doing that well on that.’ But it gives you just a clear-cut number of who is
struggling, who isn’t, who has done well, who has achieved, who hasn’t. And it
just gives you a clearer picture of what’s going on.
Hannah spoke in more general terms about the four large interim assessments that
are used and the way this data is utilized to improve curriculum and instruction:
We, as a staff, analyze student data four times a year. And from that data we find
areas where they can improve or where they need to improve. We change our
curriculum and the way we teach a little after analyzing that data. So what I’ve
found by doing this or using these strategies is I can pinpoint where students need
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to grow or areas where I need to reteach. Also, if they are ever tested on skills we
haven’t covered in class, it gives me a gauge of where students are entering new
units and certain areas that we need to focus on. So it’s really helped me to
organize my curriculum and be a more effective teacher because I know exactly
where my students are and I know their needs.
Teacher observations from Charter School 2 were aligned with Boudett, City, and
Murnane (2005), who identified five reasons that schools use data: to identify student
needs, examine current instruction in light of those needs, modify instruction to address
needs, and to execute and assess the altered instruction. The data collected from Charter
School 2 supported the assertion that these teachers are collecting the data and utilizing it
to raise student achievement.
Charter School 3: Research Questions and Responses
The third charter school selected for this study was also located in a large urban
area. The school was founded in 2003 and was serving grades 6 through 12 at the time of
study. The school has an extended school day that runs from 7:15 a.m. until 4:30 p.m.
The curriculum focuses on language arts, mathematics, social studies, and science, with a
strong emphasis in science and technology. Students at the middle school are required to
take a course entitled “Integrated Reading, Science and Math” to improve reading
comprehension and introduce students to conceptual thinking in science and math. The
data collected from the five teachers was centered on each teacher’s perception of the
effectiveness of their planning, instruction, and assessment. The following are the teacher
responses to the four initial research questions through the seven interview questions.
Research Question 1. The first research question was, “What are teacher’s
experiences as related to successful teaching and strategy implementation?” The first
corresponding interview question was, “What is your philosophy of teaching?”
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The five teacher participants from Charter School 3 differed in their philosophies
of teaching. Two of the five teachers indicated that they felt a sense of accountability
while three of the five teachers noted that all students can learn and identified themselves
as the facilitators of that learning. Vanessa, a second-year language arts teacher, focused
on the idea that all students can learn:
My philosophy of teaching is that every student has the abilities to succeed, and
therefore, they should have the chance to be taught how to succeed. I think that a
lot of times what we see is that students, number one, either don’t know they can
succeed, or number two, don’t know how to succeed. So I think that is what the
classroom is for and, especially in urban education, that’s what we’re here for, is
that showing students one or both of those factors. Number one, you can and this
is how you do it. And I think being in the classroom has just exposed me to a lot
more of the real factors of what that looks like, because it looks different for every
single child. But the outcome can always be the same.
John, a math teacher of 14 years, identified more individualized characteristics
that defined who he was as a teacher and supported his belief that all students can learn.
His response was enthusiastic, lending support to Burden and Byrd’s (2007) assertion
that the best teachers exhibit enthusiasm. When a teacher was excited, his or her behavior
showed commitment to the students and created a positive and warm classroom culture:
I run a very open style classroom. I don’t like a quiet classroom. To me, quiet
listening is not learning. I like kids to open up. I like them to express themselves.
I want kids to really go outside the norms of what you would call the classroom.
I had one little guy in my classroom, first two weeks he kept getting into
[trouble]; couldn’t sit still. Now in my class I allow him to stand up and take his
notes. You know, it’s everything that you do for kids that’s outside the norm.
Erin, a first-year social studies teacher, did not hesitate when asked this question.
Describing her philosophy of teaching, she stated:
My philosophy is really centered around the fact that every child can learn. I
believe that students learn in a lot of different ways and that it’s my job as their
teacher to get the content across to them in a way that is specific to their
individual learning styles.
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Angel, a second-year science teacher, suggested that her students should know
and share in her philosophy of teaching while expressing that she was accountable to
herself, her students, and her administration. She stated:
I tell all the kids I have [two] bullet points because I feel it’s only a philosophy if
the kids know it too. And one of them is ambition, that I need them to want to
accomplish something. And one of them is accountability. I have to be
accountable to my principal. I have to be accountable to the school system, to the
State with standards, to myself, and to the students. And they have to be
accountable to themselves and to me as well.
Rachelle, a first-year language arts teacher and member of the Teach for America
program, focused on her own sense of accountability while discussing the “servant”
aspect of her job. She thought about this question before hesitantly responding:
I guess it’s just my job to help my students. I come at it from like a servant aspect.
Like, I’m here to meet their needs. So, if I’m not doing my job, I need to figure
out what I need to do to meet my students’ needs, whatever level they come in.
The viewpoints of the participants were supported by Tschannen-Moran et al.
(1998) in their study of the positive connection between a teacher’s belief that he or she
can influence growth and actually increased student performance. Both Rachelle and
Angel noted that they hold themselves accountable to themselves as well as others, and
the other three teachers were clearly expressing that they are the catalysts for positive
growth in the classroom. As these teachers addressed this question, they alluded to the
idea that collective efficacy was very important to them. Such sentiment supports
Tschannen-Moran et al. (1998). They indicated that problems teachers face must be
solved as group and that they will directly influence the success of the whole group. This
research (Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998) shows that the five teachers from Charter
School 3 believe their own self-confidence and the culture of the school influenced the
success of their students.
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The second corresponding interview question was, “Suppose I am a new teacher.
What would you say are the most important elements in a successful lesson and why?”
Interview results were mixed. Two of the five teachers identified student interest as an
important element while the other three teachers all had different responses. Responses
included assessments, self-confidence, and classroom management. Saphier et al. (2008)
cited successful planning as the means to succeed with students. The implied idea is that
areas such as student interest, teacher efficacy, assessments, and classroom management
all fall under the umbrella of planning. If the lesson is planned well, the teacher will have
a greater chance of successfully assessing what students have mastered. This, along with
good classroom culture, will lead to higher teacher self-efficacy and student interest.
Erin, a first-year teacher, suggested:
I would say planning your lesson is the most successful. If you don’t really have a
vision for your day, they you aren’t going to get much accomplished. In my
opinion, I have seen instances when I have…planned really well, and just like the
day has flown by and everybody has had a great experience, and then days when
there are gaps in my planning from gaps in my own knowledge, maybe, or just no
knowing where my children are exactly. Those are the days when behavior starts
to erupt because people are lost, so they’re off task. So I think that is the most
important thing, strong lesson plans.
Vanessa, a sixth-grade language arts teacher, hesitated before discussing teacher
self-confidence and assessment of student progress. She determined:
In order to be successful in the classroom, you have to have confidence in
yourself and you have to be able to present yourself as competent… Once you get
past the confidence issue, I think you have to be able to tell the kids what they’re
going to be learning, reinforcing what they’re learning, and then knowing what
they did learn. Being able to see, ‘Ok, this is what they did, pick up from it, so
then tomorrow we can either reinforce what we did today and relearn it, or we can
move on to something a little bit more difficult.’
John, a math teacher, identified student interest as an area of important focus for
teachers. He strongly felt that students must be interested in the material to learn:
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First of all, when you plan your lessons, keep your audience in mind. You really
have to make the lesson relate to the students. At any time the students feel that
they cannot relate to it, they begin to tune you out. And also, when you look at
your class, make sure you always pick on kids who are not raising their hands.
That way, they pay more attention if they know they can be called on at any time.
Angel, a middle-school science teacher, determined that both classroom
management and student interest are the most important elements of a successful lesson.
You can plan your lesson like a rock star; if you don’t have classroom
management, it does no good at all. And the kids know that. The kids know when
you don’t have control. But other than classroom management, when you are
planning, I think the most important thing is remembering who you are teaching
and what’s interesting to them.
Rachelle’s response was not as confident but did address the two elements that are
most important to her as a teacher. Although she did not go into as much detail, she
agreed with Erin that planning/scheduling is important. Additionally, she discussed the
importance of assessments:
Make sure you have a strict schedule that the students are aware of and you are
aware of. So, you time out and pace your schedule according to what you need to
get done. Always have some type of assessment built in, whether it’s just regular
exit tickets or a pop quiz in the beginning. Like, for me, for language arts, I
always do a grammar check so we can work on our writing skills. Always have
some type of assessment so you can see where your kids are in terms of the skills
you’ve been practicing in the class.
Rachelle’s observations regarding assessment are supported by Saphier et al.
(2008), who contend that assessment has undergone a dramatic change over the last few
decades. There has been a shift away from the notion that tests should only be used to
grade and rank students. Today, assessments are used in the following ways: (1) to
inform instruction, (2) to gather data about what students know prior to beginning
instruction (preassessment), (3) to continually gather data about how well students
understand the material during instruction (formative assessment), and (4) to adjust
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instruction and reteach when necessary in an effort to ensure that all students can be
successful in the end (summative assessment).
The third corresponding interview question was, “Please explain what you focus
on when you are planning your instructional time.” This question solicited answers that
were predominantly based on content and skills rather than on behaviors. Four of the five
teachers mentioned content and the need to use State Performance Indicators (SPIs) when
planning. One of the five teachers described the lesson cycle as the driving force of his
planning. Angel responded:
I focus on the content. I focus on what they need to know. I just feel that’s the
bottom line. Like, at the end of the day, it doesn’t matter how much fluff, it
doesn’t matter what games I play, it doesn’t matter the technology I used or
stations, it matters that they learned the content.
John specifically noted that SPIs, along with connecting material to previous
lessons, were important. He stated that he focuses on:
…the SPIs. but other than that, I really think about, ‘OK, how can I make this
relate to what we went over the day before? How can I make it relate to what
we’re going to go over the next day?’ I’m trying to make it all come together so
it’s not chunks of lessons; one smooth lesson flowing throughout the year.
Rachelle, who was more specific in her description of what she plans, focuses on
the content of her lesson as well. She discussed the importance of SPIs as well as the
heavy emphasis on reading in her classroom:
When I am planning, what I spend most of my attention is finding the right text
that we’re going to use for the day. Usually I end up picking short stories or short
nonfiction articles that we can read over either a day or two, and making sure that
the SPIs that I’m teaching for that week can be found in this passage. And if
they’re not found in this passage, then look for something else. Because I spend
about 25 minutes of every class reading, just straight reading. That’s what I spend
most of my time, just looking through passages.
Vanessa was more specific in her answer to this question, but she focused on her
weekly planning as well as her daily planning:
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I focus on the big skill. Like, the way that I teach it, I assume that it’s going to
take at least two weeks to learn any skill. And so, what whole week, in my mind
I’ll just be like, ‘OK, I’m going to teach author’s purpose this week, every single
day.’
And so, for me it works out nicely to think a week at a glance, so then I
can think, ‘OK, Monday we’re going to do a full lesson on author’s purpose.
Tuesday we’re going to work it into their vocabulary. Wednesday we are going to
do a warm-up. Thursday we are going to do like a reading passage or something
like that.’
Vanessa’s discussion of weekly planning was similar to Lemov’s (2010) assertion
that great lessons begin with planning a sequence of objectives over the course of a week
or a unit. This is called “begin with the end” and ensures that the end goals are always in
sight.
Erin, a first-year social studies teacher, discussed the lesson cycle. Teachers at
Charter School 3 are required to turn in lesson plans once a week. The dean or principal
will look over the lessons and provide feedback to the teachers. Erin iterated:
I focus on breaking it up into a lesson cycle that is diverse in the fact that there are
lots of different things to happen. I like to think about attention spans with 6th
graders. I like to keep my intro no more than…10, 15 minutes. I like to have
something really creative in the beginning to hook them and to get them sparked
interest into the conversation… Most days, I like to incorporate video segments or
some sort of guided reading, sometimes partner work so they have an outlet if
they are tempted to whisper, they can whisper constructively. I really like to break
it up so that it’s not just 60 minutes of them taking notes from me.
Erin’s observation supported many of the influential educators in the progressive
era, including Horace Mann. Mann supported the use of field trips, research projects,
dramatization, and group discussions as ways to increase student learning and promote
leadership, critical thinking, self-control, and initiative (Hayes, 2007). Varying lessons
and chunking information helps keep a child’s attention and increase mastery and
retention.
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The fourth corresponding interview question was, “Suppose it is my first year
teaching. What specific strategies would you advise me to incorporate into my lessons to
raise student achievement?” Three of five teachers from Charter School 3 identified
specific strategies that new teachers should use to raise student achievement. These
strategies included modeling, vocabulary intervention, and group work. Classroom
management was also identified by one of the five teachers as a key area necessary for
success. One of the five teachers discussed incorporating diagnostics into her lessons and
also suggested that forging great relationships with her students was her most effective
strategy.
Vanessa, citing “vocabulary” as the area in need of the most improvement in her
classroom, determined that scaffolding and modeling were the keys to success:
Definitely, number one, first day you have to be doing things with vocabulary. So
it’s not a specific strategy. But the biggest thing is that our kids don’t know
words, period.
Incorporate ways to scaffold it into just a regular lesson…modeling and
saying, ‘This is what I want this analogy to look like. This is what I need this
cause/effect relationship to look like.’
Similarly, Rachelle, a first-year language arts teacher, identified vocabulary as a
key area as well as student involvement and data usage. She determined:
Make sure there [are] ways that all students can get involved somehow in the
lesson. Like, searching for different ways, whether it means assigning certain kids
to read different parts of whatever skill you are introducing for the day or…
Working on things like vocabulary or making sure you do track your data a lot so
you can see what it is you need to focus on while you are planning.
This opinion was similar to Montessori’s ideas and teachings, who believed that
all children should learn in their own unique ways. Montessori emphasized the need to
get all students involved, even if that meant having students doing different things
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(Hayes, 2007). She contested that having students working on exactly the same
assignment was detrimental to their learning (Hayes, 2007).
Similarly, Angel advised that incorporating group work would help raise student
achievement. She noted that there is a need for balance in each lesson so that activities
and presentation of material are varied and interesting:
I would tell you to do group work and hands-on work. But you do have to have
something to grade, so don’t be afraid to use resources. And find balance. You are
not going to have an activity or experiment every single day.
John spoke again about classroom management and the need for reinforcement in
the classroom. He believed that if a teacher does not have proper classroom management
skills, they will not be able to effectively teach their lessons:
The main thing you are going to have to do as a first-year teacher is classroom
management. You can be the best teacher in the world. If you have no
management of your classroom, the kids are wild, the kids are screaming, you are
lost already.
I learned that classroom rules, to me particularly, are so important. I might
spend the whole first week going over rules with them—what you can do, what
you can’t do. I do not come in the first day and throw the rules on the wall. I come
in and talk about do we need rules in the classroom? What rules do ya’ll think are
fair? We make the rules together.
This method of teaching supports Montessori’s belief (as cited in Hayes, 2007) that the
teacher should act as the guide and make sure all academic goals are being met, but he or
she should still allow the students to have ownership over their learning.
Erin suggested that forging relationships with individual students was extremely
important, as was using diagnostic data to identify the students’ weaknesses:
Well, the first thing I would say is to figure out where your students are when
they get to you. So do some sort of diagnostic first day. But I would also say that
you need to get to know your students. So that is doing… I’m all about student
achievement, but I also think if you don’t know your students as individuals and
they don’t know that you really have their interest in mind, that they are not going
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to be as successful, potentially, because they may not know that you really care
about them and that you share a vision.
So I think cultivating relational capacity, relationships with your kids, is
equally important an achievement. Once they know that you have their back and
that you love them and that you are going to work for them and that you expect
them to work for themselves, that’s equally important.
This observation supports John Dewey’s assertion (as cited in Weiler, 2004) that
that every child can learn and succeed, as well as the belief that school should be a fun
and enjoyable experience.
Research Question 2. The second research question was, “What are charter
school teacher’s perceptions of success?” The first corresponding interview question was,
“What do you believe makes you and your school successful or unsuccessful?”
Answers to this question varied, with three of the five teachers citing that working
together and fostering an excellent school culture make them successful individually and
as a school. One of the five teachers determined that her own self-confidence helped her
successful, and one of five teachers was very specific, answering that her focus on
vocabulary resulted in success for her students. Rachelle was very specific in her answer,
stating that:
Studying vocab.…is really difficult for my students. They just didn’t care about
words. So picking out activities that [are] going to make them care. Like, we
started off with vocab. Charades. Now I have them come up with sentences on the
spot with vocab. words, and I give them a challenge where they can try to use all
of the day’s vocab. words in one sentence.
Vanessa reflected at length on this question, both in terms of her individual
success and her school’s success. She noted that her self-confidence and reflective nature
help her succeed. She also specified that she thinks she is most effective during the
“guided practice” portion of her lessons. As a school, she identified the consistent high
standards for behavior and academics as the key to success:
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I really, really do believe so much comes down to confidence. So much comes
down to your kids believing that what you have to say is the case or is
important… So that’s something that I think makes me successful. And then,
honestly, just being reflective. I ask a lot of people for advice… [I] reflect on
myself and keep growing, and throw out things that don’t work, and keep
perfecting things that do work.
Something, that, I think, makes our school successful… We have really,
really high standards for behavior and for academics. We never leave them
behind, like, we never forego those expectations. They are engrained in our
system.
John also pointed out that the teachers at his school work together to ensure
student success: “We all get together and look at data on the same thing. We often try to
have lessons that are somehow tied together. That way, the kids can hear it over and over
and over.” Erin reiterated, saying:
I think what makes myself successful is also what makes the school successful,
and that is just willingness to work as a team and to just be all in for our students.
I mean I’m glad to have given up a lot of my own, I don’t even call it freedom,
more of a burden to have to create a classroom culture, because there’s already
such a strong culture in my school that it makes me a success and helps keep the
kids just…they know all of their teachers are working together. There’s not like,
what goes on in my classroom is better than what goes on next door. There’s no
competition with teachers. It just all people with the same vision working towards
the end in mind, which is getting our kids to college.
Similarly, Angel discussed the commitment that the faculty displays:
I think there is an unbelievable, never seen before amount of commitment… I
know from myself and from some of the teachers I surround myself with, we are
committed not necessarily to our school and not necessarily to the academic
system, but we’re committed to our kids. And I think that counts for success.
Having a relationship with these kids, it makes them want to learn from me. And
not necessarily me specifically, but any teacher that has that relationship. And
they want to learn, then I’m successful.
Both Erin’s and Angel’s statements support Louis and Marks (1998), who
asserted that teacher collaboration over time will raise student achievement by helping
teachers become more responsive to student needs and to the standards that other teachers
are setting for themselves and their students.
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The second corresponding interview question was, “Suppose it is my first year
teaching. What specific strategies would you advise me to incorporate into my lessons to
raise student achievement?” Two of the five teachers cited relationships and structure as
most important and identified several strategies that a new teacher could use. Three of
five teachers cited specific areas that need to be focused on the most: vocabulary, student
involvement, and group work.
Both teachers who spoke about behavior and relationships expressed that they felt
successful when the students showed that they wanted to be in class and that they wanted
the structure of a behavior system. John stated:
Of course, you know, most kids want discipline, they want structure… Once you
get that and the curriculum, everything else pretty much goes smoothly… You
cannot embarrass a kid in front of their peers and expect a kid to obey. Normally,
if a kid is in my classroom, and normally, it’s the first two weeks, I pull them
away from the classroom, don’t give them an audience; it’s just me and them oneon-one because normally, kids with an audience will play off their audience. So
normally I just pull them away from their audience, figure out the real problem
because it’s something bigger than just cutting up in class.
Erin was also confident in her belief that the most important thing a teacher can
do is develop solid, respectful relationships with his or her students. She had a clear
perspective on using data and tracking student achievement but was determined in
saying:
I think cultivating relational capacity, relationships with your kids, is equally as
important as achievement. Once they know that you have their back and that you
love them and that you are going to work for them and that you expect them to
work for themselves, that’s equally as important.
Both Erin’s and John’s discussions of this strategy is supported by Lemov’s
(2010) theory that praise should be loud and corrections should be soft. Lemov’s
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Technique 44 is “precise praise,” and it discusses how a teacher can handle both positive
and negative situations. According to Lemov (2010):
Whispered or even nonverbal criticism or reminders assume the best about
students: they allow them to self-correct without being called out in public. This is
also to the teacher’s benefit, even when behavior is clearly defiant, as it keeps the
student offstage as much as possible and makes the teacher appear to be in
control. (p. 212)
Vanessa, on the other hand, continued to focus on vocabulary proficiency and the
need to make this a top priority in the classroom. She determined:
If they don’t know the words, they will not do well on the test. Even if they know
the skill, like they know what a main idea is, but they don’t know a word in the
answer choice, they are going to get it wrong… So incorporate vocabulary.
Incorporate ways to scaffold it into just a regular lesson or doing the warm-up.
Vanessa also felt strongly that teaching vocabulary from textbooks was not
necessary, supporting the idea from the progressive era that teachers should use a variety
of resources and strategies rather than focusing only on textbooks. Angel and Rachelle
both focused on using different resources and varying activities. Angel pointed out that:
I would tell you to do group works and hands-on work. I think right now there’s a
big movement. I know when I graduated from college, it was like worksheets are
the devil’s hand and like never give a kid a worksheet. And I understand the point
of no busy work. And I try to do things… I’m not going to make you do
something just to waste your time and mine.
You can ask any student in this class. Never, never, never do I hand out a
worksheet and say, ‘Just do this,’ or like, ‘Don’t talk to me,’ or things like that.
We don’t do that here. We don’t waste time.
Rachelle had similar feelings but mentioned scaffolding her lessons and using the
data to drive what strategies she was going to use. She suggested:
Make sure there’s ways that all students can get involved somehow in the lesson.
Like, searching for different ways, whether it means assigning certain kids to read
different parts of whatever skill you are introducing for the day or…yeah, just
working on things like vocabulary or making sure you do track your data a lot so
you can see what it is you need to focus on while you are planning. Because if
your kids are mastering the idea but they have no idea what text features are, then
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it wouldn’t make sense to keep focusing on main idea. So yeah, definitely use
your data.
These findings are supported by Centra and Potter (1980), who stated that student
achievement is holistically related to the teacher. The teacher, as the facilitator of the
lesson, must create and execute lessons that are individualized to students as well as
engaging. Both Rachelle and Angel have connected the need for differentiation to the
ultimate goal of student achievement.
Research Question 3. The third research question was, “What are the benefits of
spending more academic time at school?” The corresponding interview question was,
“Do you think that having more instructional time with students helps to raise
achievement? Why or why not?”
Four of the five teachers agreed that in some cases, more instructional time was
beneficial but that there was a definite limit. One of the five teachers stated that she did
think it was valuable to have more instructional time with students but noted that this
extra time should be used as remediation and relationship building. Vanessa, a sixthgrade teacher who believed there are limits to much extra time being beneficial, stated:
I think yes, I do believe that, but there definitely is a limit… If you are using your
time well, you should be able to maximize an hour or an hour and a half…
However, that being said, I think that when a student is far behind, I definitely
know that they need more time and they need more intentional time with their
teacher. For instance, the kids that I have that are three or four grade levels
behind, I strongly encourage their parents to bring them after school so they can
get tutoring in a small group so they can only have two or three other boys who
are all at their same level that they’re reading with, and they’re actually getting
one-on-one attention from their teacher. And so, that’s when I think that extra
time really helps, is more like the personal time a kid can get with their teacher.
Rachelle echoed Vanessa’s idea that more instructional time is maximized in a
tutoring setting rather than in a large class setting. She indicated:
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I think in some ways yes, in some ways no. The struggle with study session, I feel
like, sometimes is that getting kids to focus towards the end of the day can be
really difficult, especially when it’s still a full class. So, on days where we can get
the kids to focus and actually do their work and participate willingly, I think we
get a lot more done than when they just kinda sit there and are just going through
the motions.
Angel concurred with both Rachelle and Vanessa and pointed out how she breaks
up her class time. She suggested:
I feel like it depends on the students and the teacher. I mean you can give eight
hours a day, but then, if I’m not teaching, no, it does no good… I do feel like
more instructional time is beneficial, but, there is a line of time that you can cross
where you are just… You are spinning your wheels; they have stopped absorbing.
I heard a good rule of thumb when I was in college, and it was give your
kids five minutes and then give them one extra minute for every grade that
they’ve gone to. So, 5 minutes and they and they’re in 6th grade, so 5 plus 6 is 11.
So I try never to do anything for more than 11 minutes. If I’m talking, I don’t talk
for more than 11 minutes. If they are doing a section review or if they are
answering some questions, they don’t do it for more than 11 minutes. And we
may stay on the same subject for a week, but we do however many different
things we need to do to let them continue absorbing thing.
John, a sixth-grade math teacher, also referred to the student’s age when
answering this question. His focus was on the students getting overwhelmed by the
material and being unable to process everything at one time. He determined:
I’m not sure about that, because too much instruction time at this age level, the
kids get bogged down and begin to tune you out. If the classes are interesting, it
will help, but some things you have to go over that’s not interesting, too much of
it will just become a burden for you and also the students because the students are
tuning you out, and then you can just talk, and they’re doing what they wanna
do…
This idea of students becoming “bogged down” in material is supported by
Lemov’s (2010) determination that you can create the illusion of moving quickly by
utilizing different activities to accomplish the objective. Changing the pace on a regular
basis will help to keep students’ attention while still accomplishing the goals. This will
also help create the illusion that the class and time on task are shorter.
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Erin, a sixth-grade social studies teacher, was much more positive about having
extra instructional time in her school day. She noted:
I do think so because I think the best part is that the most valuable instruction that
I have happens outside of the regular class period. It happens during tutoring. It
happens during remediation periods. It happens during homework club. All of
those things are unique to my school, and I wouldn’t have those hours in the day
if I were in a traditional setting where my kids were gone at 2:15 p.m.
Although Erin did not point out that too much time on one task can be excessive,
she did note that students are constantly changing activities, which takes away
opportunities for student to be bored, as noted by the four other participants from Charter
School 3.
Research Question 4. The fourth research question was, “What are the benefits
of data-driven instructional strategies?” The corresponding interview question was,
“What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning and instructional
strategies?”
The teachers were unanimously supportive of data-driven instruction, making it
clear that data plays a very large part in their planning and instruction. However, there
was a sense that each teacher felt differently about the usefulness of the data. Vanessa,
who was very positive about the use of data in her classroom, stated:
It plays everything, especially on those power skills… I know they are going to be
assessed on the TCAP. I know they are going to be used all the time. If, for
instance…the average [on a homework assignment] is like a 50%, we [need] to
keep working on it. However, if the average is 90%, then I know that we can go
into something a little bit harder. So, usually what the assessment tells me is the
level of rigor that I need to put kids at, if that makes sense. If they are really not
understanding it, then I have to go down a little bit. But if they are really
understanding it and doing well, then I need to push them a little bit harder.
John agreed that he uses data regularly both in his preparation and his execution
of lessons. He determined:
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I’m always analyzing data. I always look back at my previous test scores. I keep a
bar graph for myself to see what the kids did well on, what they did not do well
on. If I give a test on Friday and my average score is 65, 66, either I did a bad job
teaching it or I need to go back and review it; there’s something they should have
had before they didn’t get.
So I spent a lot of time looking at data. I probably spend 30%, 40% of my
time that I’m down looking at data to see where I want to go with my next lesson,
what I need to go back and reteach, or what I can do differently that I didn’t do
the day before.
This is support by Bambrick-Santoyo (2010), who examined two schools, both
which placed heavy emphasis on data-driven instruction. According to BambrickSantoyo:
It is often tempting for school leaders to adopt a this-too-shall-pass approach and
avoid data altogether. This would be a mistake. The proper use of data-centered
methods in education isn’t an empty platitude and isn’t a matter of mindlessly
teaching to the test—it’s a clearly defined and incredibly effective pathway to
academic excellence. (p. xxii)
Bambrick-Santoyo (2010) compared proficiency rates at two schools both before
and after implementing data-driven instruction. Initially, one of the schools was
performing above the level of the local district but below the level of suburban districts.
Only 7% of 8th-grade students at the other school were achieving proficiency in math.
After 4 years, both schools had made tremendous gains and were outperforming the
district average by at least 30 points. They were also surpassing the State-wide average in
almost all of the other categories/subject areas (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2010). This data,
combined with data collected from the five teacher participants from Charter School 3,
supports the idea that the use of data will help teachers raise student achievement levels.
When asked this question, Erin wholeheartedly agreed that she uses data-driven
instruction to raise student achievement in her classroom. She stated:
It is really important in my classroom. I teach world history, essentially for 6thgrade social studies, and there’s a lot of material that’s spiraled through. In
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history, civilizations build on the accomplishments and the achievements of other
civilizations. And so, if the students are lost with one part of it, they are not
necessarily ready for the next level. So I have to know if we met that goal or not.
And then from that, I can reflect and see, ‘All right, is it something I just assumed
that they knew and I just didn’t teach it? Or do I need to teach it a different way?’
Rachelle echoed Erin’s assertion that data analysis is very important. She
discussed the types of assessments that she gives throughout a school year, including
daily and weekly quizzes, unit tests, interim assessments, and semester exams. All of
these assessments are aligned to the state standards and the state mandated end of course
test. She indicated:
[Data is] a big part of my instruction. I’m a Teach for America teacher, so most of
our stuff is data-driven. Like, we break down all our unit tests by SPIs, and we
look at what they’re missing and go back and hit those SPIs after. Plus, this
school does the Achievement Network, so that also informs me what my unit will
be focusing on, the types of skills. I do a weekly quiz on vocabulary and then the
two or SPIs we’re studying for the week, and then I do a unit test where I cover
all the SPIs.
Angel was not as positive as the other four participates when discussing her use of
data. She was immediately negative about the question and implied that she was forced to
use data but did not think she or her school was using the collected data effectively:
It, unfortunately, and I’ll tell you why I say unfortunately, plays an enormous
role… We are actually required to include the data; we have to submit our data to
our principal weekly… We have to show how we’re using it. We have to show
improvement… And we have to tailor our lessons and our teaching around the
data because it is all about the data, especially in a charter school.
So it’s huge. And I say unfortunately because I am not sure that we have a
perfect data system; I don’t feel it’s very balanced. So I use it and I think it’s the
best we’ve got right now.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
The results of the current study and common themes regarding the strategies and
beliefs of charter school teachers as related to student achievement will be presented in
this chapter. Study results were grounded in the four research questions and examined
using existing literature and data collected from interviews and focus group sessions.
Four themes emerged during data analysis and were based on the frequency and
commonality of the concepts and ideas from the 15 participants.
Study Findings and Emergent Themes
The four themes identified during data analysis were established based on the
similar responses from the three charter schools. The responses from each participant
were entered into a table and commonalities were determined. The common themes that
emerged during data analysis were as follows: (1) Differentiated learning and instruction
through multiple intelligences promotes active participation and success for all students.
(2) School culture and support promotes success. (3) Quantity of instruction does not
always equate to quality of instruction. (4) Reflection on active research of student
mastery of material dictates pedagogy.
Theme 1: Differentiated Learning and Instruction. The first theme established
during data analysis pertained to the notion that differentiated learning and instruction
through multiple intelligences promotes active participation and success for all students,
and all 15 participants identified this theme. Differentiated activities such as group work,
discussions, standardized assessments, focus groups, and direct teaching were cited as
effective strategies to reach all students regardless of current ability level. Participant
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teachers expressed the need to find balance that works for each individual student. Matt, a
math teacher of five years, explained that his students need significant practice, balanced
with academic games. Matt stated:
I think balancing your kind of practice, practice, practice with…math games or
math competitions, or something like that brings that excitement into your class,
so when you ask them to sit for 20 minutes straight and do the same type of
problem for 20 minutes straight, they are ok with that because they were just
actually up and counting by 3s and chanting the “4” multiplication tables.
Matt indicated that these strategies involve all students in the lesson and allow students
with different learning styles to actively participate. Tim, a math teacher from Charter
School 2, also discussed his strategy:
My kids are all seated by their mastery scores, so they are seated in groups of
four, and they are actually homogenous groupings so that the highest kids are all
together and the lowest kids are all together, because I’ve found that the kids who
are all at the high level can push each other to go much farther. And so, it allows,
for very, very high differentiation, but it also decreases frustration for students
because they are all talking to each other in the same way.
These differentiation strategies give the teacher the ability to reach students at various
levels while keeping the class moving toward the end goal.
Nine of the 15 teachers agreed that student buy-in was essential to increased
student achievement. Buy-in can be established via differentiated instruction, but creating
student understanding of why they are learning what they are learning is also necessary.
Promoting the “why” behind the learning led to students who wanted to learn the
material. This was accomplished by “hooking” all students at the beginning of class and
then using such momentum to keep them engaged. Two-thirds of the teachers
interviewed specifically cited the “Do Now” (also referred to as “bell work” or “the
hook”) as the most important part of the lesson, since it engages all students in the
exercise. Varying activities at the beginning of the lesson engaged the students and raised
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levels of motivation. This use of varied activities is akin to the movement in the
progressive era, aside from direct instruction and toward a more flexible curriculum
(Hayes, 2007). Five of the participants focused on the importance of connecting the
material to real life. The researcher believes teaching students how to apply the things
they are learning to real life raised their interest levels and highlighted the importance of
the material. Making this connection helped students take ownership of the material and
also raised mastery levels. Such findings are supported by Glassman’s (2001)
determination, based on Vygotskian theory, and the use of real life material in the
classroom was extremely effective. Observations of the teachers in the current study are
connected to the theory that teachers should serve as classroom leaders by using real life
activities (Hayes, 2007).
While 7 of the 15 participants supported group work and activities, there was
consensus regarding the use of daily quizzes. All teacher participants from the three
charter schools used daily quizzes or assessments to inform future instruction. They
taught students how to succeed on assessments and illustrated different strategies to reach
their goals. The assessments were consistently imbedded in class, and the students were
able to focus on them without fear of failure. When 20% or more of the class did not
master the tested objective, the teacher utilized the findings to determine whether to
reteach the entire lesson or limited portions or to remediate via tutoring outside of class.
Reflection on individual assessments and instruction highlighted weak content areas,
leading to higher levels of achievement. This strategy reflected the opinion of Taylor and
Nolan (2005) that assessment data identified successful students, at-risk students, and
students with special needs, raising achievement with subsequent individualized lessons.
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Participating teachers described the use of daily quizzes and individualized feedback as
an effective tool to motivate students. Ten of the 15 teachers set “big goals” for their
classrooms at the beginning of the school year. Such goals were based on mastery
percentage of the mediated curriculum. In addition, students set individual goals for
themselves and tracked their mastery levels throughout the year. Two significant
outcomes suggest that: (1) students were consistently striving to improve and reach their
goals and (2) teachers were able to adapt lessons, determine remedial tutoring groups,
and give individualized feedback.
The researcher believes in daily assessments shaping the varying pedagogical
strategies. Teacher evaluation of daily scores and student participation evaluated the
effectiveness of the lesson and determined if additional clarification of content material
was needed. The methods utilized in each class section were dependent on their learning
styles and needs, supporting Taylor and Nolan’s (2005) assertion that assessments
allowed teachers to target individual students and scaffold the material accordingly.
Theme 2: Success Driven by School Culture and Support. The second theme
established during data analysis was that “School culture and support promote success.”
Ninety-three percent of the teacher participants discussed the positive effect strong school
culture had on the collective efficacy of the faculty. Teachers described their co-workers
as motivated, committed, and supportive. It was noted that the support of faculty,
administration, and staff led to a cohesive structure and raised academic achievement.
Mac, an eighth-grade social studies teacher, expressed:
This is the strongest culture that I think is out there as far as a school goes. And it
kinda goes back to my philosophy on education and teaching. With a strong
culture in place, the academics will follow if the right steps are followed.
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So culture is the foundation… The middle school culture is very
supportive, and everybody seems to get along very well. So it’s a fun, happy work
environment, which I think is key, especially at a school.
This viewpoint supported Goddard and Goddard’s (2001) determination that a school’s
collective efficacy directly correlated to teacher self-efficacy, which in turn influenced
student achievement. Their multilevel analysis of this relationship was conducted in
urban schools in both the areas of mathematics and language arts, and the teacher
participants in this study mirrored their findings.
Fourteen participants from the three charter schools discussed the necessity of a
common school vision. This vision addressed the common goal of the schools: to
significantly raise student achievement. The researcher hypothesized that a common
school vision, when faced with the challenge of raising student achievement, was one of
the most influential factors in the success of the participating teachers and their schools.
It was also believed self-efficacy of teachers was contingent upon the collective efficacy
of the school, and both self-efficacy and collective efficacy influenced student
achievement. Vanessa, a sixth-grade language arts teacher from Charter School 3,
referred to Lemov’s (2010) “J-factor,” which was defined as the positive energy and
enthusiasm the teacher brought to the classroom. Vanessa stated:
I think one of my biggest strengths really is a sense of joy factor and a sense of
just like confidence. I really, really do believe so much comes down to
confidence. So much comes down to your kids believing that what you say is the
case or is important, and like believing that the classroom is a safe environment.
I think that when kids feel welcomed and they feel like they are excited
about learning in your class, they are going to be learning more, and especially
in a reading class where every single child comes in behind. It’s so imperative
that they want to be in a reading class so they don’t dread coming to reading every
day, because a lot of kids hate reading.
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Lemov (2010) determined the joy factor to be a highly effective way for a teacher to
reach his or her students. Effective J-factor was designed to increase motivation, thus
positively influencing mastery. Erin, a social studies teacher from Charter School 3,
discussed the absence of competition between teachers. She determined:
There’s already such a strong culture in my school that it makes me a success and
it helps the kids [realize] all of their teachers are working together. There’s not,
like, what goes on in my classroom is better than what goes on next door. There’s
no competition with teachers. It’s just all people with the same vision working
towards the end in mind, which is getting our kids to college.
It was noted that the school’s common vision helped the collective faculty and
administration work toward a common goal. I believe that the need for positive collective
efficacy will be highlighted in the future with increased research on the connection
between school culture and student achievement. Perreault (1999) supported a common
mission and a strong culture as a common thread within the growing charter school
population. Perreault’s (1999) investigation into the emergence of 35 charter schools in a
particular southeastern state highlighted these commonalties, discussing the positive
effect they had on student achievement.
According to Ferraiolo et al. (2004), innovation depends on the receptiveness of
the teachers and the students within a school. All 15 of the participants from the 3 charter
schools in this study were receptive to current innovative changes. The changes included
longer school hours, a longer school year, and required remediation sessions with
students. Ninety-three percent of the teachers noted that students in their school were
committed to the school and to their academics. Students believed they were in the school
to improve and to achieve their life goals. The setting of big goals was crucial to the
culture of the three charter schools. The students set life goals, college goals, and short-
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term academic and behavioral goals. Although the foundational goal was college, the
teacher participants noted that they consistently discussed life success after college
graduation. All three of these schools have graduated their first senior class within the
past 5 years. Four teachers determined that a huge challenge for their schools was college
retention. As these schools mature, the researcher believes it will be beneficial to create a
strong alumni culture to support both current students and alumni. According to U.S.
News and World Reports (2009), 30% of college and university students drop out in the
first year and a half and never graduate. It is crucial for these charter schools to build
rapport with students so that they can support them throughout their college careers.
According to Louis and Marks (1998), teachers create the culture of the school,
and the stability of that culture correlated to higher student achievement. All teacher
participants’ responses linked school culture to achievement, directly supporting this
assertion. When asked what he believed made his school successful or unsuccessful,
Matt, a sixth-grade math teacher, stated:
People want to be here, I think, is what makes our school successful. Students
want to be here. Teachers want to be here. And I think you see the most
successful classrooms are the ones where the teachers are like really excited to be
in there every single day.
It was initially hypothesized (by the researcher) that the majority of teachers
linked the culture of their school to student achievement. Teachers were reluctant to
discuss their individual success, as most participants gave credit to the entire school staff.
The reaction to this question highlighted the importance of a school’s collective efficacy
and supportive culture.
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Theme 3: Quantity of Instruction. The third theme identified during data
analysis was that “Quantity of instruction does not always equate to quality of
instruction.” Thirteen of 15 teachers from the 3 charter schools spoke positively about
extended time on instruction, but all 15 noted more time on instruction did not always
equal better instruction and learning. Teachers discussed two types of extended learning.
Ten of the 15 participants had longer class periods, ranging from 75 to 120 minutes
during the school day, and 5 of the participants had a remediation period of 90 minutes
for students needing extra assistance. Thirteen of 15 teachers agreed that a longer day
effectively provided the time needed in their classrooms. Seven of 15 teachers
highlighted late-afternoon tutoring as an area in need of improvement. They indicated
that there was a limit to how much students are able to comprehend during the day, and
the afternoon sessions were often ineffective due to fatigue. While fatigue was noted as a
possible negative for afternoon tutoring, 5 of 15 participants noted that the extra time
spent with students was helpful in building strong relationships and directly influenced
student investment. When asked if more instructional time was beneficial, Anna, a
second-year language arts teacher, determined:
I think yes, definitely. I really strongly agree that it does. Having more
instructional time gives us more time to practice skills that we learn in class and
kind of reinforce what we’re learning. So that’s been really valuable in our school
day.
Also, I think that it’s valuable just because you can be around the students
a lot…[set] high expectations. If you have one goal for students to reach by the
end of the lesson and you work them up to that goal, I think the lesson can be very
successful.
While 87% of participants agreed with Anna’s opinion, John, a 6th-grade math
teacher, did not. John said that if you spend too much time on a subject, it becomes a
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burden to the student and to the teacher. He cited a lack of student attention when the
class continued for an extended period of time.
Based on the common assumption that more time spent on-task equals more
learning, it was no surprise that 13 of the 15 teachers agreed about extended time being of
benefit; however, 3 teachers (one from each of the three charter schools) noted that high
student interest and excitement was essential. Additionally, it was noted that sustained
student energy increased student investment in the material. This supported Mourshed
and Whelan’s (2010) assertion charter schools believe that extended school days and an
extended school year will raise student achievement. Charter schools, such as the KIPP
school chosen by Mourshed and Whelan (2010), required that students spend up to 60%
more time in class than their peers enrolled at traditional public schools.
Vanessa, a second-year language arts teacher, described the challenges involved
when trying to maximize time spent on academic work. When asked her opinion on
longer class periods, she stated:
I think yes, I do believe that, but there is definitely a limit… So, to me, if you are
using your time well, you should be able to maximize an hour or an hour and a
half of time. Beyond that, then the kids check out and they’re bored; it’s just too
much stimulation.
However, that being said, I think that when a student is far behind, I
definitely, definitely know that they need more time and they need more
intentional time with their teacher. For instance, the kids that I have that are three
or four grade levels behind, I strongly encourage their parents to bring them after
school so they can get tutoring in a small group so they can only have two or three
other boys who are all at their same level that they’re reading with, and they’re
actually getting one-on-one attention from their teacher.
Many charter schools utilize their autonomy by creating extended day schedules, regular
Saturday classes, and summer sessions. These extended schedules were said to be
beneficial to the large number of students several grade levels behind, as measured by
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reading assessments. The schedule also contributes to a lower teacher retention rate
(Fusarelli, 2002). Fourteen of the 15 teachers conceded that their students did need the
extra time but also argued that quality of instruction was essential. Alli, a sixth-grade
science teacher, determined:
A lot of my students this year have even told me coming from their elementary
schools they’ve never had a science class or they’ve only had science once or
twice a week. I have five days and hour at a time with them to teach and learn.
And since we have the extended day, we have extra time at the end of the day that
gets focused towards reading and remediation.
While the varied responses of the participants were based on their personal
experiences with an extended schedule, I (the researcher) believed that charter school
teachers found the extended time beneficial to their students. This belief is supported by
Fleming (2011), who conducted a study of nine participating schools with extended days.
After 1 year of extended school days, math scores improved, on average, with
improvement equivalent to 3 1/2 months of material.
Theme 4: Action Research of Student Mastery. The fourth theme identified
during data analysis was, “Reflection on active research of student mastery of material
dictates pedagogy.” The importance of consistent and frequent assessment was identified
by 14 of 15 teachers. The assessments monitored ranged from exit tickets at the end of
class to large interim assessments administered four times a year. Data collected from
such assessments helped determine mastery. This information was then used to plan
upcoming lessons. All participating teachers took responsibility for their students’
learning and regularly reflected on the success of the lessons taught and improvements
that could be made. This was supported by Centra and Potter (1980), contending teachers
must holistically reflect on student mastery and not only do this when planning lessons,
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but also as a result of teacher beliefs and characteristics. A teacher’s values and
expectations influenced the planning and execution of a lesson; therefore, they also
influenced the end result.
Fourteen of 15 participants believed mastery data must dictate future lessons. This
idea was also supported by the Regional Educational Laboratory (2012), which stated
that performance-based assessment was one of the most common education practices in
charter schools. In addition, it was supported by Bambrick-Santoyo (2010), who
contended that the transition from the traditional “what teachers taught” to the fact-based
focus on “what students actually learned” was driving the rise in student achievement.
Andy, a middle school science teacher, contended:
It’s [data] probably the most important thing that goes on…more so in the
planning than in the instructional strategies themselves. I use those numbers to
really drive my approaches with individual classes. So, for instance, last week
there was one class that had a 60 quiz average. And so, I’m looking at their
quizzes very individually, looking at what answers did they put for certain things,
what would the misconceptions be?
Andy’s observation reflected Bambrick-Santoyo’s (2010) discussion regarding the
importance of identifying and focusing on students’ weakest skills. The data collected
from the frequent assessments continually gauged student needs and allowed the teacher
to make necessary adjustments. This created “a powerful paradigm to drive academic
excellence” (Bambrick-Santoyo, 2010, p. xxv).
In the current study, it was agreed upon by 14 of 15 teacher participants that data
was an essential key to their success, as they cited that the data was used to identify the
students who needed extra help as well as individual classes not mastering a concept.
Differentiated instruction and lessons specifically addressing individual areas in need of
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improvement were a result of “action research.” I (the researcher) labeled this type of
assessment as action research because it was frequent and ongoing. Ten of the
participants cited some of the strategies utilized during class to assess student mastery,
and 93% of teachers noted the use of exit tickets at the end of each class period (only one
teacher from Charter School 3 did not mention exit tickets). This cycle of continuous
assessment helped the teacher rapidly determine concepts that needed to be retaught as
well as concepts the students had mastered. This was an effective use of time, allowing
the teacher to quickly move past mastered skills to focus on areas that were not mastered.
Eight of 15 teachers from the 3 schools discussed their use of interim assessments.
Such interim assessments were given several times a year to assess student growth over
the course of a school term. Oftentimes, teachers worked in grade-level teams to analyze
the data and determine which students required help in specific subjects. This
individualized approach aided effective grouping of students and addressed any mastery
issues that had been. The information gleaned from assessments helped teachers
implement strategies (e.g., intentional seating, peer tutoring) and determine which
students needed extra time. This team-oriented approach to aggregating data and creating
collective strategies to use in the classroom suggested that teachers were willing to put
significant effort into ensuring that each student was successful in every class. Dan, a
math teacher from Charter School 1, stated:
I actually meet with my data coach, and we talk about the data, and my school
director and team as well. We also have, on the calendar they schedule, like, data
days throughout the year. We have four of them, one for each time that we
actually test kids. That Saturday, we meet and talk about strategies, and we begin
to work on what we call our battle plan, which is our plan for the next month,
focusing on those objectives where kids didn’t score as high as they need to.
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The use of these data days, days in which teachers got together to analyze student
performance on assessments, supported Bambrick-Santoyo’s (2010) study in New
Orleans, in which it was found that from the years 2005 to 2009, math proficiency
increased 65% and literacy proficiency increased 44%. Bambrick-Santoyo (2010)
determined that the use of data days were indeed a factor in the increased levels of
proficiency.
Each teacher identified specific ways data was used, but 93% agreed that datadriven instruction was crucial to their success and were confident in its effectiveness. It is
the researcher’s belief that the three charter schools of the current study made significant
effort to help teachers inform instruction with data. The overwhelming positive response
regarding mastery data highlighted the extensive use of data-driven instruction in charter
schools.
Conclusions and Implications
Throughout this study, teacher participants consistently discussed the positive
effects of strong school culture on student achievement. This should be considered the
charter school’s foundation for both the useful employment of data-driven instruction and
for student motivation. Factors such as common mission, student and teacher motivation,
differentiated instruction, and school structure were all described as successful attributes.
The researcher expected the participants to cite positive school culture and school
structure as motivators, based on their willingness to work longer hours and longer school
years. School culture was linked to the structure of the school; therefore, the researcher
believed both were large factors in teacher motivation. Grounded in the research
questions that guided the current study, the researcher uncovered the need for a positive
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culture focused on teamwork. This was achieved by having a strong team of teachers
working toward the overarching goal: student success. High levels of student motivation
stemmed from the motivation of the faculty, and this motivation is positively influenced
by the intentional use of data. Strong faculty motivation and school culture were
ultimately the catalyst to higher levels of student achievement in charter schools.
All teacher participants felt the culture of their school had a direct, positive
influence on student achievement. They continually revisited the benefits of a common
mission. The structure of the three charter schools differed from traditional public schools
in their longer school days, monthly Saturday school sessions, and extended school years.
Based on data collected from the teachers, the researcher identified that a key factor in
teacher motivation was the “teamwork makes it happen” attitude. The participants
admitted that the workload was extensive and the days were intense, but the camaraderie
felt in their school helped them persevere. This sense of teamwork positively impacted
student motivation and ultimately student achievement.
Student investment was identified (by the researcher) as a key component in the
culture of the charter schools. Student investment was created in many ways, most
notably with high collective and individual expectations and goals. Teachers were able to
raise student mastery in their classrooms by setting high goals and creating opportunities
for students to achieve those goals. Again, this was linked to the strong school cultures
that existed in the three charter schools. The use of data was found to be crucial in each
teacher participant’s classroom and within each school. Teachers used assessments to
motivate students, both by showing them progress made and by creating individualized
lessons and assignments. Thus, there is a direct correlation between data-driven

134

instruction and high student achievement. Some differences regarding teacher success
with action research was noted, but it was determined that data helped students reach
their goals. The researcher also discovered a link between assessment data and strong
school culture. Teachers believed they were given the opportunity to work together to
improve student achievement when they reviewed assessment data as a team.
In addition to goal setting, student motivation was positively influenced when
teachers connected the material to the real world. This can be considered Vygotskian in
theory, citing the need for a teacher to incite student learning by bringing everyday
activities into the classroom and viewing material from a social context (Glassman,
2001). Data collected during this study supported this theory. The researcher saw a
connection between teacher success and motivation when the students found the learning
applicable to their lives. This belief was supported by Tschannen-Moran et al. (1998),
who contended that teachers believed their direct impact on student motivation would
positively influence student achievement.
Charter schools have exponentially increased in number over the last two decades.
School reform has garnered extensive attention, and many strategies being used at charter
schools have been investigated. The current study illustrated the importance of
investigating student achievement from teachers’ perspectives. The importance of school
culture and teacher efficacy was also highlighted. Data-driven instruction and
differentiation were imbedded in the school culture and became the norm in the charter
schools included in the current study. The researcher believes that the teacher participants
in this study positively influenced student achievement by actively working as a team.
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Directions for Future Research
Although it is the researcher’s belief that the experiences of the teacher
participants examined in the current study accurately depict those in any charter school,
additional research is needed to refute or support the conclusions of this study. As a result
of this study, possibilities for future research arose.
First, this study identified data-driven instruction as having a noticeable impact on
the way teachers view student achievement. Participants discussed the use of “action
research” via assessment at length; however, additional quantitative research should be
conducted to investigate each student’s growth over the course of the school year. These
findings would effectively support the teachers’ perspectives regarding their influence on
student achievement. Using evaluation data in conjunction with the qualitative findings
would allow a researcher to compare the perceptions of success to actual growth. Because
many school systems are adopting evaluation systems based on teachers’ effectiveness
ratings, this would provide insight into the connection between standardized test data and
teacher perceptions of student achievement. Further investigation would add to the
increasing research on teacher effectiveness in both traditional public schools and charter
schools.
The location of the charter schools in the current study should also be
reconsidered for purposes of future research, as regional differences in charter schools
may play a role in teacher perceptions and the reasons a teacher may feel as though he or
she is successful in the classroom. The researcher concedes that the structure of charter
schools in different areas of the country may have influenced student achievement and
teacher perspectives.
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Finally, further research should investigate the similarities and differences
between teachers’ perceptions of success in traditional public schools and in charter
schools. The growing number of charter schools in the country has sparked debate
regarding school reform and the effectiveness of charter schools versus traditional public
schools. Additional research would provide perspectives from teachers in both types of
schools, and the data could be used to improve education for all students.
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Appendix A:
Interview Questions
1. What is your philosophy of teaching?
2. Do you think that having more instructional time with students helps to raise
student achievement? Why or why not?
3. Suppose I am a new teacher. What would you say are the most important
elements in a successful lesson and why?
4. Please explain what you focus on when you are planning your instructional time.
5. What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning and instructional
strategies?
6. What do you believe makes you and your school successful or unsuccessful?
7. Suppose it is my first year teaching. What specific strategies would you advise me
to incorporate into my lessons to raise student achievement?
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Appendix B:
Consent Form
January , 2011
Dear __________________________,
In this letter, I, Kate Stakem, a student at The University of Memphis, am requesting your
consent to participate in my research project, “Teacher Effectiveness: How Beliefs and
Strategy Implementation Affect Student Achievement in the Classroom.”
Teachers often have limited opportunities to discuss and analyze what they believe makes
them effective in the classroom. As a teacher, it is important that your opinions and
beliefs be recorded. Classroom observations will be conducted for a total of 55 minutes.
Your identity will remain completely confidential, and your identity will remain
confidential in the presentation of the findings of this study. You will have a pseudonym
and all identifying places and names in the written report will be changed. All notes will
be stored in a locked cabinet when not being used and destroyed after the study is
completed. There are no perceived risks in this study. Your participation in this study
will help education professors and administrators improve curriculum and teaching
techniques. If you have any questions regarding your rights as a research participant,
please call the Office of the Institutional Review Board at 901-678-2533 or at
irb@memphis.edu.
If you agree to participate, please sign below.
Sincerely,
Kate Stakem
Doctoral Student
Department of Curriculum and Instruction
The University of Memphis
I hereby agree to participate in the above described research. I understand my
participation is voluntary and that I may withdraw at any time without loss of benefits.

Teacher Signature

Date
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Appendix C:
Transcripts
Participant #1:
Kate: OK. What would you say is your philosophy of teaching?
Respondent: My philosophy of teaching, first of all, is that every student can learn. I
believe that their learning has to go beyond facts and basic knowledge, that we have to be
preparing students to be critical thinkers and really being worldwide citizens and having
appreciations for cultures and different viewpoints from their own.
I believe in a classroom the teacher is supposed to foster that and expose children to
things outside of their day-to-day life so that they can come to appreciate the world
outside of them.
Kate: Do you think you get to put that into practice at your school?
Respondent: I do believe I get to put that into practice. I think that since I’m allowed to
make my own curriculum with science, I’ve been able to bring in lots of controversial
issues with science and go beyond just what’s going to be on their T-CAP [sp] or, you
know, what a 6th grade student has to know; just helping them to think outside the box.
And I’ve seen other teachers being able to do that at my school, and I’ve been able to
bounce ideas off of that with social studies and different math concepts, too. So I feel
like I definitely have the freedom to allow my students to get a bigger picture of their
content.
Kate: And you all have more instructional time here than the traditional public schools.
Respondent: Exactly.
Kate: Do you think that helps to raise student achievement?
Respondent: Absolutely. A lot of my students this year have even told me coming from
their elementary schools they’ve never had a science class or they’ve only had science
once or twice a week. I have five days an hour at a time with them to teach and learn.
And since we have the extended day, we have extra time at the end of the day that gets
focused towards reading or remediation. And I’ve been able to teach fun little science
remediation classes or take more questions from students, which is important.
I know in my first year of teaching it was hard to take lots of questions. And now that I
have been able to manage my time better in the classroom, students are able to start
applying knowledge and ask questions and benefit everyone in the class, because I can
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get to those as a whole class as opposed to writing little sticky notes to someone, or I
might be able to answer one-on-one with a phone call or an email. So I think it’s
definitely helpful.
Kate: So do they divide into smaller groups and you get the same group every day?
Respondent: Yeah. I have four classes that I see every day. And they’re on teams, so I
see them on their particular team each day. And then within their teams, we break into
small groups at least once a week to do work and go around the room and learn material.
But I do see everyone on a consistent basis every day, which is fantastic.
Kate: OK. Suppose I am a new teacher. What would you say are the most important
elements in a successful lesson?
Respondent: I think that especially with middle grades, you absolutely have to find
something to hook them at the beginning, because attention span can be little to nothing.
So you have to be able to hook them and get them to care about it. So that’s where I find
using controversial issues or just big pictures instead of, “Today, we’re going to learn the
nine planets,” or I guess eight planets now.
Finding something to really intrigue them to make them want to know the content and go
beyond it is huge. I also feel something in my first year that I was not able to do that I
now understand is so important is just the practice; that they have to have time to actually
think about what you’ve just told them or practice putting steps in order, or applying
steps to some sort of problem. So the hook and the practice part of the lessons I feel are
the most important of all. And if you have those two things, then you are able to deliver
instruction in the most concise way so that they can grasp it very easily and quickly.
Kate: OK. Please explain what you focus on when you are planning your instructional
time.
Respondent: My planning this year, I’ve definitely taken a hold of backwards planning
and going from the test I want them to take to unit plan, all the way down to lessons.
From my grad school courses and then just watching other teachers here, I think that
being able to deliver content in different ways using different strategies has been huge.
So I try my hardest for their lessons to not just look like a PowerPoint, taking notes, and
then practicing. So we do lots of gallery walks; either a gallery walk where they get the
information themselves or a gallery walk where they choose what information they want
to learn more about. I think it’s huge that you can offer them a choice when you can.
I also love using little brief articles that I usually gather information from online and put
it in kind of bite-size bits and have them practice reading basic science articles, summary
paragraphs. And doing reading comprehension skills I think is important for them.
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So anything I can get them on their feet or learning on their own outside of just, “Here’s
the information on the PowerPoint. Take a look at this. Now reflect on it,” I think is
important because it also shows them that learning isn’t just sitting in a desk all the time
and that you can, as a student, take it upon yourself to learn information, whether that’s
sitting on the internet and Googling something you are interested in or watching
something on the TV. It just shows them in the classroom that it can be very different.
Kate: Tell me what a gallery walk is.
Respondent: A gallery walk is something that I stole from a teacher last year that I loved.
It is you post stations around the room. The students are in small groups and they walk
around the room with some sort of guided note that helps them stay organized in their
information. They are reading these stations or looking at something. I’ve done this with
like science tools where they go and look and describe and figure out what they think it
measures. Then they move.
So you give brief periods of time, usually like five minutes at the most. And it’s very
structured where they know they are supposed to be on Code Red, which is silent, and it’s
a time for them to learn on their own.
So they’re on their feet, they’re moving around. Gallery walks can kinda feed into the
next station or they could be completely different. I’ve found lots of uses for them this
year. It’s a lot of fun and the kids always love coming in and seeing things posted around
the room. And they know there’s something different that’s about to happen.
Kate: Do you normally do that during your regular class time or do you also do it during
your focus time?
Respondent: I’ve only done in it my regular class time because our focus time has been
primarily reading based. I think that it could totally be used with that as well, with books
and looking into other characters, other different plots in the story.
I’ve seen it used in so many different content areas that it’s been awesome this year to see
just how useful it is and how you can tweak it to fit your needs.
Kate: You may have said this. Your focus time is at the end of the day?
Respondent: It’s at the end of the day for an hour.
Kate: So, like 3:30-4:30?
Respondent: Uh-huh.
Kate: OK. What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning and
instructional strategies?
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Respondent: It definitely plays a much bigger role than it did for my first year of
teaching. I now am able to track my assessments, and I track them by standards. So, you
know, there’s so many points per problem and I track how many they get correct out of
that. We utilize a technology called Kickboard that’s online and allows us to do all of
that.
So very easily, after I input all of the data, I can go in and look immediately what each
student’s percentage was and then overall for the whole 6th grade. It’s been useful to see
what they grasp really well and what they definitely need help with. And also, it’s been
incredibly useful to see trends with, like, our IP students that if there are standards that
are very concrete—“Be able to name this”—how well they can do on that, but then the
broader standards that require kinda outside of the box thinking, being able to look if they
do well on that or not.
And then that obviously allows you to look at re-teaching things. I haven’t been able to
utilize it as well with re-teaching as a whole, just because I feel like I’m so on a roll with
chugging along and making sure we cover everything we need to. But I think that, for
me, this year it’s going to be extra important as I get ready to review them from the TCAP, because last year when I spent two weeks reviewing, it was just review everything
in two weeks as quickly as possible. This year I will really be able to go in and say,
“This standard needs to be reviewed before that standard.”
And some things we may not have to review. It may be a very quick, “Hey, can you tell
me what this was?” kind of question.
I know some teachers are able to use it a lot, and I look forward to being able to kinda dig
into the data more and use it more in the future. But it’s been a huge, tremendous help to
just have the ability to see it so quickly this year. Whereas last year I would have had to
keep up with things on spreadsheets, and tally, and total, and average—stuff that I just
didn’t have time to do, to be quite honest.
Kate: How often do you put information into this Kickboard?
Respondent: Once a week. I give a quiz once a week on a Friday, and then I track
everything over the weekend. So I go into the next week knowing…it’s great for in the
middle of a unit, especially if I know that there’s just something they just really did not
understand; I can re-teach really easily at that point.
But as a whole, going back to different units, I haven’t been able to utilize it as well.
Kate: OK. Talking about analyzing data again, are all teachers in your school doing
this? Is it required? Is it not?
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Respondent: Yeah, we’re all doing it this year. It is a requirement, so every week we are
required to have data from some sort of assessment. Some teachers have gone farther and
done assessing exit tickets and things of that nature. So you can track more or less, but
we are required to have in one assessment per week so that we are tracking in small
increments of time to see where our students are standing.
Kate: OK. What do you believe makes you successful or unsuccessful as a teacher?
Respondent: I think, first and foremost, you have to have the motivation to do it. I knew
when I started working at teaching that I only wanted to be in a school that was
structured, that had the support system there for not only my students, but for me and for
the staff members.
I knew, though, that going to a school like that meant it was going to take a lot more of
my time, a lot more planning, and that there would be a lot more required. So I think that
the motivation has to be there first and foremost to just accept that it’s not going to be
easy, but you want to do it and you know that that’s the best way for it to be done.
I love my students. I think they are hilarious and they are so entertaining that it honestly
makes my job pretty easy. As much planning that goes in and, you know, hours staying
before school and after school, weekends sometimes going home and still having hours of
work to do even though, it’s all worth it when you get to see your students loving what
they’re learning and seeing the bigger picture why science is important, how it ties into
social studies and how it ties into math. And it’s just cool to say 11 year olds making
connections that I personally didn’t make, even some until college. Really seeing how
things come together.
I think, also, that you have to have a passion for the students that you teach
demographically. So I have a very strong passion for students who have been left behind
and who haven’t been offered the same things as everyone else. So I feel that’s very
unfair. I clearly had lots more opportunities that they did, so I want to give them as
many of those opportunities as I can.
As long as you have that mindset and know what it’s going to take and love what you
teach, I’m a huge science nerd and my kids know it [laughs], then it’s all worth it and the
rewards are completely endless. Even when I have a horrible week, I can go home and
spend a few hours away from it and be ready to get back to school and do it all again on
Monday.
And a lot of that, too, is just being able to reflect and say, “Hey, I kinda messed up on
this, this week, or I could have done this better,” and actually take the initiative to make it
better.
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Kate: So how much time would you say you spend in school here at school working and
then outside of school?
Respondent: I think per week probably 65 hours. I mean I get here early every day an
hour before we have to be here. We are free to go at 4:45, but the earliest I’m ever out of
here is usually 5:30, because usually there’s either a parent who wants to talk or I’m
getting stuff together for the next day, or things like that.
So I have found that, for me, personally, it’s almost better at the end of a long day to just
go ahead and leave school and go home and have 30 minutes to just kind of kick back,
relax. But then I sit in front of the TV to do stuff so I can have some downtime, but
usually, most of the time I’m at home I’m doing something for school—putting
PowerPoint together, putting notes together. I’m lucky that I’ve put my curriculum
together last year, so I’m able to tweak a lot at this point, so I can pull old notes and
make them better, more efficient for the students. But that still takes time, and time to
kinda weed out what’s not needed and add in new things, because science is changing
every day, and I try to give them the most up-to-date information that I can. So it’s a lot
of time, but well worth it in the end.
Kate: What do you think makes the school as a whole successful or unsuccessful?
Respondent: I believe that our school is so successful because of our mission; it’s a
common mission. So there is no classroom rules in Ms. Harrell’s [sp] room and
classroom rules in Ms. Honnig’s room [sp]. It’s, “These are Soulsville’s core values.
These are the expectations.”
So our students know from the minute they get on campus exactly what’s expected of
them, whether those are character qualities that we want them to be exuding, or the way
their uniform looks, or how they are supposed to participate in class. That goes across
the board. It’s a common thread. And I think that that makes our school successful. Our
kids do not question what’s expected of them. They know.
And because of that, they also know academically what’s expected of them. It’s not
going to be an easy road, but it’s going to be the road that leads them to the best
opportunities.
So without that, I mean I went to a school that did not have a common mission at all.
Luckily, I was able to adapt from changing classrooms. But that’s hard, especially for
middle school students. This allows them the platform to kind of grow and experience
things and know exactly what they need to be doing at all times. I also think our school
is successful because we’re a team. We very much feel like a team all the time. So when
there’s a bad day, there’s someone who’s there to encourage you.
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I don’t feel like I’m an island in my school. I love having people in my classrooms at all
times. I love getting advice. I love being able to share advice. I love being able to hit up
other teachers for cool lessons or topics that they talked about. So we’re just very open to
that and all know what we’re in together. That goes from administration down to the
newest teachers.
So that is a huge thing for our school that I don’t think you see very often. But it seems
to work much better than other types of systems.
Kate: OK. Suppose again it’s my first year teaching. What specific strategies would you
advise me to incorporate into my lessons to raise student achievement?
Respondent: I think one of the most important strategies that I’ve been able to use is
having students partner up or work in groups. It’s something that I didn’t utilize as much
until the end of last year, and I realized so quickly that even when you are working with
students are low achieving, they learn so much from each other. Sometimes I think they
learn better from each other than they learn from the teacher.
So being able to have them discuss things. I love being able to teach them the content,
but whenever it comes time to forming an opinion or discussing some type of issue, they
need to be doing that together. They need to be bouncing ideas off of each other. Even
getting to watch them help each other study, it’s cool to see one student only using flash
cards and one student highlighting notes. You watch them figure out, “Oh, that’s a really
cool way to do it too!”
So, letting them work together has been incredibly useful. I was really bad about
teaching and then saying, “Now you go practice it by yourself.” But if they had
somehow missed a connecting thought, working by themselves did nothing. They were
just confused and frustrated. So having that intermediate of working together to think
together or do problems together helps them to not be as frustrated and find a confidence
that they’re not able to have a lot of times.
So I think that that has definitely helped with their student achievement and really helped
them feel part of a team, too, to know that they all want each other to achieve, which is
really cool. And that comes from working together. They notice when one of their team
members does incredibly well on a quiz that usually doesn’t. I really do feel that comes
from working together. So I would definitely say let them work together as much as you
can. Structure it so that they know what to do, so it’s not time to talk about the movie or
the slumber party coming up, but let them work together and let them use each other as
much as they can.
Kate: OK. Is there anything you want to add about any of this? Things you think make
this school successful, you successful?
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Respondent: I think that, at least in my position, it’s been cool to see a school that allows
teachers to come in who really…I had no teaching experience [laughs] whatsoever. But I
had a passion for it and I felt confident that I could do well. So I think that has to be
looked at in education, that you can have students who maybe didn’t study education in
college who can come in and be really excellent teachers with a support system there and
learn from other people. Even Teach for America is great.
I mean I didn’t have anything. So I think that being open to having good candidates for
positions like that is really important. And I think that’s something our school does well,
to understand that you can have people that are motivated and ready to put in the work
and learn that can be just as good teachers as any other that you might get.
Kate: OK. Thank you!
Respondent: Yeah, thank you!
Participant #2:
Respondent: Yes, ma’am.
Kate: Let’s start. What is your philosophy of teaching?
Respondent: I tell all the kids I have three bullet points because I feel like it’s only a
philosophy if the kids know it too. And one of them is ambition, that I need them to want
to accomplish something. And one of them is accountability. I have to be accountable to
my principal. I have to be accountable to the school system, to the State of Tennessee
with standards, to myself, and to the students. And they have to be accountable to
themselves and to me as well. And then, you know, I’m not going to remember the last
one.
Kate: That’s fine.
Respondent: I’m sure it was awesome! I’m sure it was.
Kate: [laughs] OK. First of all, would you just tell me briefly about your day? What
time do you get here? What time do you leave? How long do you have the kids?
Respondent: We’re required to be here from 7:30-4:30; it’s an extended hour school. At
7:30 there are children in front of your face until 4:30, except for a brief planning period
for about an hour. And then I serve lunch duty with the kids all but one day a week. So
that’s when I’m required to get here.
I generally get here between about 6:40 and 7:00 every day just to have that 30 minutes
of mental preparation, and if I need to make copies and things like that in the morning. I
do leave at 4:30 sharp for the sake of, you know, sanity. There has to be some balance. I
156

have to…school is my life so much that I leave at 4:30. You have to leave eventually,
so…
Kate: And how long do you have the students in your classroom?
Respondent: I have each class in my classroom for about an hour and 15 minutes
throughout the day, and then there’s a study session at the end of the day that’s an hour
and a half long. And during that study session I actually don’t see my 6th grade students.
I teach an extension course for some of the higher level learners. It’s called
Masterminds. And that’s what I do for the last hour and a half.
Kate: OK. So your 6th graders go to other…
Respondent: Right. Well, my 6th graders that I have, like, during the day will go to the
other 6th grade teachers. And then some of them who are in the 3rd tier will come upstairs
with me with some 3rd tier 7th graders. And we do some hand-based and project-based
stem learning and things like that. Like, we’re studying the honeybees right now.
[laughs]
Kate: Do you think that having more instructional time with students helps to raise
student achievement?
Respondent: I feel like it depends on the students and the teacher. I mean you can give
me eight hours a day, but then, if I’m not teaching, no, it does no good. And if
they’re…That’s a difficult question. I do feel like more instructional time is beneficial,
but these are children and there is a line of time that you can cross where you are
just…you are spinning your wheels. They have stopped absorbing.
I heard a good rule of thumb when I was in college, and it was give your kids five
minutes and then give them one extra minute for every grade that they’ve gone to. So,
five minutes and they’re in 6th grade, so five plus six is 11. So I try to never do anything
for more than 11 minutes. If I’m talking, I don’t talk for more than 11 minutes. If they
are doing a section review or if they are answering some questions, they don’t do it for
more than 11 minutes. And we may stay on the same subject for a week, but we do
however many different things we need to do to let them continue absorbing things.
Kate: OK. Suppose I’m a new teacher. What would you say are the most important
elements in a successful lesson?
Respondent: As far as in the classroom, it’s classroom management. You can plan your
lesson like a rockstar; if you don’t have classroom management, it does no good at all, at
all. And the kids know that. The kids know when you don’t have control.
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But other than classroom management, when you are planning, I think the most important
thing is remembering who you are teaching and what’s interesting to them. When I play
that song, they love it; they love that they know the original song, they love the rap part
that’s in it. They like things like that.
And knowing how they are going to absorb the information. I can’t put a PowerPoint up
here for an hour and them just copy their notes. So I think it’s just being aware and
gathering your materials. I think I spend more time gathering materials than I do any
other part of planning and research.
Kate: So when you do a lesson plan, is it is a set format with different areas?
Respondent: We have a template that we turn in every two weeks for our principal. So
you plan for two weeks at a time. And it is. It covers your intervention; what are you
going to do for the students that are struggling? You saw my student up here. He really
struggles. He is an ESL student. That requires…You know, sometimes we just go to the
meat of it. He doesn’t do as much of the potatoes; he just does the meat. And that’s fine.
So it covers intervention, it covers extension, critical thinking, how you are going to link
it to things they already know. Like, we had already talked about energy and things like
that, so they knew energy moves, but now they are learning how it moves in an
ecosystem, and making sure that it relates to their daily life.
And sometimes if you can’t get the content to do that, you have to find a way to teach it
that does it, like through the rap.
Kate: OK. When you are planning, explain what you focus on during that time the most.
Respondent: I focus on the content. I focus on what they need to know. I just feel like
that’s the bottom line. Like, at the end of the day, it doesn’t matter how much fluff, it
doesn’t matter what games I play, it doesn’t matter the technology I used or stations, it
matters that they learned the content. So I focus on the content the most.
Kate: OK. What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning and
instructional strategies?
Respondent: It, unfortunately, and I’ll tell you why I saw unfortunately, plays an
enormous role, because I have an awesome principal who is very confident and data
driven in instruction, with good reason; there’s a reason why we go with data. It’s
because we can prove things. And so, that makes sense.
So we are actually required to include the data; we have to submit our data to our
principal weekly, as well as our curriculum supervisor over in the high school. We have
to show how we’re using it. We have to show improvement. Or, some weeks there’s not
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improvement. I mean, just being in the classroom it happens. And we have to tailor our
lessons and our teaching around the data, because it is all about the data, especially in a
charter school.
So it’s huge. And I say unfortunately because I am not sure that we have a perfect data
system; I don’t feel it’s very balanced. So, I use it and I think it’s the best that we’ve got
right now. But, I don’t know, I’m kinda more of a free spirit, I guess. [laughs]
Kate: So, do you have specific assessment days?
Respondent: Uh-huh. Monday is science assessment day. I hate that it’s on Monday
because it’s right after the weekend. But science is not a T-CAP assessed subject. We
take a T-CAP, but our charter does not depend on science. So it is on a Monday, which
was a less coveted day.
Yeah, so it’s every Monday. I have to submit my data weekly. And then once a month
as an entire staff, as an entire middle school, which we’re very small over here at the
middle school, we have a data assessment meeting where we actually post our data. We
go through and we pinpoint the weak points in each class, what the specific information
was that the kids were missing. We look at the questions, we look at why they missed it.
“OK, if they all put C, why did they choose C when D was the right answer?” And just
really analyze it so that we know how to better teach it, how to re-teach it.
Kate: So do you put it into a standardized…
Respondent: A spreadsheet.
Kate: OK. And then everybody sort of looks at it?
Respondent: Well, it’s not so much that everybody sees your data. You really only see
your data, but we go through the process together. So everyone will look at their data at
the exact same time. So I’ll look at mine and you’ll look at yours, and then I’ll say, “OK,
these are my two weakest points.” And you’ll say, “OK, well these were my two.” And
we just hash it out that way.
Kate: Do you think that looking at that has made you more successful with the students?
Respondent: That’s a tough question. I don’t feel like it’s made me more successful. I
feel like it’s made me more aware of the students. I feel like…You know, we’re human.
Teachers are human. So we’re not these superheroes that can do 90 million things at one
time and have a 150 things on our minds at one time and teach every single child
individually all the same time while running classroom management perfectly. It’s
impossible.
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So when you throw data into the mix, I feel like it’s good to be aware of it. It does not
dominate my classroom. It can’t. It would not be pleasant for the students, it would not
be pleasant for me. So I’m aware of it.
As far as success goes, I think that there’s other things that make me a successful teacher.
Awareness plays it’s part into it, so I think it has a piece of it, but I would not contribute
success to my data, no.
Kate: OK. What do you believe makes you and your school successful?
Respondent: I think that there is an unbelievable, never seen before amount of
commitment. And I’m not going to say from every teacher on campus, because that
would be impossible. I know from myself and from some of the teachers I surround
myself with, we are committed not necessarily to our school and not necessarily to the
academic system, but we’re committed to our kids. And I think that that counts for
success. Having a relationship with these kids, it makes them want to learn from me.
And not necessarily me specifically, but any teacher that has that relationship. And when
they want to learn, then I’m successful.
That’s the mission teaching, is that usually in jobs I feel like it’s your responsibility if
you succeed, whereas in teaching, it’s up to them if I succeed or not. It’s not all me.
Kate: OK. Suppose it’s my first year teaching. What specific strategies would you
advise me to incorporate into my lessons to raise student achievement?
Respondent: I would tell you to do group work and hands-on work. I think right now
there’s a big movement. I know when I graduated from college it was like worksheets
are the devil’s hands and like never give a kid a worksheet. And I understand the point of
that no busy work. And I try to do things…I’m not going to make you do something just
to waste your time and mine.
You can ask any student in this class. Never, never, never do I hand out a worksheet and
say, “Just do this,” or like, “Don’t talk to me,” or things like that. We don’t do that in
here. We don’t waste time.
But you do have to have something grade, so don’t be afraid to use resources. And find
balance. You are not going to have an activity or an experiment every single day.
You’re just not. You are not going to have a fun stations, “We’re rotating around the
room” every single day. And you are not going to grade every single thing that they do,
because my kids do work every single day. And I don’t grade their work.
Now, they think I grade their work every single day, and good for them. They should
think that. It keeps them in line. But you cannot physically do it. So pick your priorities.
Pick the high points and do them well. And the rest of it, leave it at school. Because I
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cannot be 25 years old and feel like I’m 40. I can’t. I’ll have my hair fall out. You can’t
do it, so don’t try to do it. Find a good mentor teacher that can walk you through it and
say, “Chill and make a decision not to be jaded by the education system.”
Kate: Do you have teachers coming to you to ask for…?
Respondent: I’m actually only a second year teacher, so I have not been in the classroom
long enough that I would feel confident in giving advice. Now, I’ll share…like, last year
I taught English. And you’re actually about to go observe a class, and I would give her
my lesson plans. I know…Well, I give her my lesson plans; whether she uses them,
that’s up to her.
But I will share things that I do in my classroom, but I don’t usually share advice,
because I’m a baby teacher. But, I do have mentor teachers that I go to. Like, I just had a
real big observation on Tuesday with the team and I was nervous. You know, they give
you advice. If you know you are a good teacher, rest in that confidence and don’t try to
incorporate everything that they are throwing at you.
So I think it’s important. I don’t give much advice, no, unless people come…I’m a baby.
They don’t ask! [laughs]
Kate: Well that’s really all I had. Is there anything you wanted to add?
Respondent: No. I hope you enjoyed class today.
Kate: I did, absolutely.
Respondent: It was a laptop day, so I know it wasn’t as interactive, so…
Kate: No, it was great…
Participant #3:
Kate: OK, I think we’re good. You are math. Which grade are you?
Respondent: 6th grade.
Kate: 6th grade math. OK. Could you just tell me briefly a little bit about the time that
you all spend here, the school hours, and then length of the school year?
Respondent: The teachers arrive here at 7:30. Expected hours are from 7:30-4:30.
Students arrive, first they go to breakfast, which lasts anywhere from 7:30-8:00 for the 6th
grade class. Then 6th grade comes up, 7th grade goes down for breakfast. We come up at
8 o’clock. We have an hour of advisory, which is our homeroom class, from 8-9. And
then, at 9 o’clock, when I have my first class, my class usually lasts about an hour each.
This year I only have three classes and I have an hour break during the day.
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The curriculum part of the day ends at 2:30. From 2:30-4:00 is when we have study
session. During study session, this year we are basically focusing on math and ELA.
Those are two areas we are really focusing on because of T-CAP scores.
So, Monday/Wednesday are ELA days in study session. The kids go to different teachers
for study session. And on Tuesdays and Thursdays math. All the kids, for the first half
of the year, are all working on the same thing. The second half, the third and fourth
quarter, we’re going to break them off into specialized groups. The kids who are
struggling in math will have math four days a week for study session. The kids who are
struggling in English will have English four days a week. And those kids that are not
really struggling, we put them to a different teacher and have a different program going.
It will still be work, but it will just be something different than math or ELA.
Kate: So how many students do you have in your regular class?
Respondent: It varies. The smallest class I think is 17. The largest one I think is 19.
Kate: Are those classes leveled by ability?
Respondent: Yes. We have three different classes- the highest ones, middle range, and
lowest ones.
Kate: OK. Do you think that more instructional time during the day with students helps
to raise or will help to raise student achievement?
Respondent: I’m not sure about that, because too much instruction time at this age level,
the kids get bogged down and begin to tune you out. If the classes are interesting it will
help, but some things you have to go over that’s not interesting, too much of it will just
become a burden for you and also the students, because the students are tuning you out,
and then you can just talk, and they’re doing what they wanna do, so…
Kate: OK. Suppose I am a new teacher. What would you say are the most important
elements in a successful lesson?
Respondent: First of all, when you plan your lessons, keep your audience in mind. You
really have to make the lesson relate to the students. At any time the students feel that
they cannot relate to it, they begin to tune you out. And also, when you look at your
class, make sure you always pick on kids who are not raising their hands. That way they
pay more attention if they know they can be called on at any time.
What I do at the beginning of my class is I have a review. The students never know who
it is. At the beginning of class I might call, “[xx 3:10], come up to the class. Review
what we went over yesterday.” The reason I do that is because when kids [xx 3:14] have
no idea what they’re talking about, that forces them to really pay attention the day before.
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It also forces them to go home at night and reflect on what we went over in class to keep
in fresh in their mind.
Kate: OK. Please explain what you focus on when you are planning your instructional
time.
Respondent: Well, of course, the SPI’s. But other than that, I really think about, “OK,
how can I make this relate to what we went over the day before? How can I make it
relate to what we’re going to go over the next day?” I’m trying to make it all come
together so it’s not chunks of lessons; one smooth lesson flowing throughout the year.
And I always take the class…”OK, what class am I going to have first? What are they
going to be like?”
Normally, my homeroom class is like the middle group I have first, and I can really base
the day on them, how much they gather. If it’s too hard for them I know my lower class
is really going to struggle. If it’s too easy for them, I know my highest class is really
going to sail through it too quickly.
So normally, after the first period, my homeroom class, I’m pretty much settled and know
I need to add something to it or take something away from it.
Kate: OK. What role would you say, if any, analyzing data plays in your planning?
Respondent: Oh, big time. I’m always analyzing data. I always look back at my
previous test scores. I keep a bar graph for myself to see what the kids did well on, what
they did not do well on. Most of the 6th grad curriculum this year is somehow tied to
SPI’s from before. So, a lot of times I spend a lot of time doing a whole lot or reviewing.
If I give a test on Friday and my average score is 65, 66, either I did a bad job teaching it
or I need to go back and review it; there’s something they should have had before they
didn’t get.
So I spent a lot of time looking at data. I probably spend 30%, 40% of my time that I’m
down looking at data to see where I want to go with my next lesson, what I need to go
back and re-teach, or what can I do differently that I didn’t do the day before?
Kate: Do you kind of collaborate with other teachers once you get your own data?
Respondent: Most of my collaboration comes from a 7th grade teacher. If I am doing a
lesson on geometry, as I am now, once I finish my lesson, I will go up and show it to him
and say, “OK, this is what my kids are doing in geometry. Is there anything else that’s
not on the SPI that you’d like them to know when they come to your class?”
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That way, what I’m trying to do is when they transition from 6th to 7th grade, making sure
he won’t have to spend as much time as I’ll spend this year going back over it. It makes
the curriculum run smoother, makes it smoother for everyone.
So I spend a lot of time collaborating mainly with the 7th grade math teacher.
Kate: Did you assess at the beginning of the year?
Respondent: Yes, I gave an overall assessment, and that’s how we split them up,
according to their assessment.
Kate: Do you typically do one assessment per week?
Respondent: Yes, I do the weekly assessment. We run a new program this year through
A-Net. And through the A-net testing I do a weekly assessment to keep up with, make
sure I’m covering all the SPI’s. So after the six weeks is up, make sure I cover all the
SPI’s and see how the kids did on the SPI. Usually, I have a week before a test when I
finish my SPI’s to go back and see what I need to re-teach.
That’s where my bar graph comes into play. If I know week two the scores are not good,
I need to go back and hit week two real strong before the A-Net testing comes up.
Kate: Do the students know where they stand?
Respondent: No.
Kate: What do you believe makes you successful or unsuccessful in your teaching?
Respondent: You know, really less of lecturing, more facilitative learning. I’ve found
that kids know what they don’t know. And if I facilitate more and teach less, it makes the
class run smoother. I’m not a screamer, I’m not a yeller. It’s kinda like coaching. You
know, you do your job coaching and when the game comes you don’t have to yell and
scream. I feel if I do my job before time preparing, when it comes time to come into the
classroom, I don’t have to scream.
If I know my lesson [xx 7:04] at the kids…I’m guided, but the kids are doing more, “OK,
[xx 7:09]. I can do a lesson this way.” Or I ask them a question and they be like, “I don’t
know,” I can do the lesson more towards that way. More facilitating and less of lecturing
makes the day go smoother.
Kate: What about the school kind of as a whole? How do you feel this sort of data
driven instruction is helping?
Respondent: I can talk about the 6th grade in particular. I know the 6th grade is doing
wonders for us. As a 6th grade team we do have data meetings. This year, I know I have
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a lot of vocab that’s new to the kids in math. I can refer back to the ELA teachers, like,
“OK, I know you’re doing vocab. How are you getting the kids to learn vocab? My area
is struggling.” She says, “Well, look at my data right here, vocab is doing great in my
class.” “OK, what are you doing in your class I’m not doing in my class?” Or I can go to
him/her with vocab.
We all get together and look at data on the same thing. We often try to have lessons that
are somehow tied together. That way the kids can hear it over, and over, and over.
Kate: What are some strategies that you will use, just sort of specific things to kind of
hook kids in?
Respondent: You know, praise. With this group they love praise. You know, “You’re
doing great. You’re doing wonderful. Keep it up.” Last week I had a little girl in my
class, she did excellent on her test. Often, her grades are not up there. This time she did
excellent. I put her in front of the whole class with her test in her hand, let her show off.
This following week, once again, she did great again. She loved the praise. They love
being motivated. Just the small things make the big difference.
Kate: OK. Again, suppose it’s my first year teaching. What specific strategies…you
already touched on praise…would you advise me to incorporate into my lessons to
specifically raise student achievements?
Respondent: Always do more or less of a reinforcement of what you did before. Don’t
hit a subject and go away from it. Continue to put in little tidbits throughout the year.
Also, the main thing you are going to have to do as a first year teacher is classroom
management. You can be the best teacher in the world. If you have no management of
your classroom, the kids are wild, the kids are screaming, you are lost already.
I learned that classroom rules, to me particularly, are so important, I might spend the
whole first week going over rules with them—what you can do, what you can’t do. I do
not come in the first day and throw the rules on the wall. I come in and talk about do we
need rules in the classroom? What rules do ya’ll think are fair? What rules are not fair?
We talk about the rules. We make the rules up together. That’s when the rules go up.
Of course, you know, most kids want discipline, they want structure. But they are not
going to tell you they want structure. I mean classroom management, once you get that
and the [xx 10:02] curriculum, everything else pretty much goes smoothly.
Kate: So that’s one of the things you would focus on if a teacher comes to you and says,
“What do I need to do?” Do you have a lot of teachers come and ask for help on
classroom management?
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Respondent: Normally it will be a first or second year teacher who comes and says, “OK,
your class, I understand that in here they are seated, they are working. Why in my class
are they up and running around?” Most of the time I ask them, “Have you explained the
rules to them? Are you fair with the rules? And are you being firm but also not
overbearing to them?”
You cannot embarrass a kid in front of their peers and expect a kid to obey. Normally, if
a kid is in my classroom, and normally, it’s the first two weeks, I pull them away from
the classroom, don’t give them an audience; it’s just me and them one-on-one. Because
normally, kids with an audience will play off their audience.
So normally I just pull them away from their audience, figure out the real problem,
because it’s something bigger than just cutting up in your class.
Kate: OK. I’ll go to the philosophy of teaching question. What would you say is your
philosophy of teaching? Why do you teach?
Respondent: I run a very open style classroom. I don’t like a quiet classroom. To me,
quiet listening is not learning. I like kids to open up. I like them to express themselves.
I want kids to really go outside the norms of what you would call the classroom.
I had one little guy in my classroom, first two weeks he kept getting into [xx 11:39];
couldn’t sit still. Now in my class I allow him to stand up and take his notes. You know,
it’s everything that you do for kids that’s outside the norm.
I spent the last 12 years at an independent progress school. So I’m considered one of the
best in the city of Memphis. I left there and came back to urban education because it’s
where my passion is. I started in urban education, left for a while, came back.
I meet a lot of these kids now, look at them, and I say, “OK, if not me, then who?
Someone has to educate them. Why not me?” And I have found that I really have
enjoyed it. I was a little reluctant at first, like, “OK, what did I get myself into?” But
I’ve really enjoyed it. It’s been a ball.
Kate: Good! Is there anything that you want to add just about this school or anything
that you do in the classroom that you think is important for everyone to know?
Respondent: Not really. I just…teach!
Kate: [laughs] OK.

Participant #4:
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Kate: OK, what is your philosophy of teaching?
Respondent: I’ve always believed that the key to education is relationships. That
generally the relationship between the teacher and the student has to be forged before the
student can make a connection with the material itself. My philosophy is always to build
those relationship with kids as quickly as possible so that they can then start to relate to
the material that I present to them.
My goal has always been to guide students towards an understanding of themselves and
the world and then the connection between those two things. I try as often as possible to
use literature to make that connection for them.
Kate: Do you think you’re able to build those relationships at your school?
Respondent: I do. I think our school is really conducive to relationship building mostly
because we spend so much time with the kids. We’re with them for 10 hours a day,
sometimes 11 so we see them a lot. I also see most of my kids twice a day rather than
once a day, so I get to see their morning selves and their afternoon selves and their postlunch selves and am able to connect to them throughout the day generally in different
roles. Sometimes I’m their teacher and sometimes I’m their adviser and sometimes I’m
the person they have lunch with. I see a lot of them and they see a lot of me.
Kate: Do you think having more instructional time with students helps to raise student
achievement?
Respondent: Absolutely. I think a lot of times in traditional schools a 50 minute class
allows students to kind of skate by. 50 minutes is really just not that much time. By the
time you open and by the time you close there’s basically 25 to 30 minutes for a kid to
‘get through’ before class is over. It’s much harder to opt of out of longer class and it’s
much harder to opt out of a longer school day.
I remember going through school myself there’d be one thing that was different about
that day and the whole day would be shot. It would be picture day and the whole day’s
over. Or chapel day and the whole day’s over. Or the day the mayor showed up and the
whole day’s shot. Instructional time doesn’t get wasted it when you have so much of it
because the investment to spend it wisely is always in place.
Kate: What is your schedule like during the day with students? You say you see them
twice a day. Do you work on different things when you see them the second time?
Respondent: I teach all my students writing in four different sections, but I also support
the reading teacher so I’m often in her classroom while she’s teaching. I teach them in a
lead teacher role in which I’m directly instructing them and then I support their reading
teacher, so I see them in a support role where I’m more just walking around desks and
checking in and making sure kids are on task. Then at the end of the afternoon I see them
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in a class that we call ‘focus’, doing more of a tutoring and remediation program with
them.
Kate: Are students split up a certain way or is it random?
Respondent: We’ve changed the schedule a couple times this year just to meet student
needs as they change. But our classes right now, I have one section of all girls, I have two
sections of all boys with only 11 students in each section. Then I have one section of
mixed gender that is slightly more high level than the others. In the afternoons we have
the kids broken down by ability as demonstrated through their diagnostics and
assessments. Out of 72 8th graders I see the 54 students with the lowest language arts
scores twice a week in tutoring.
Kate: Suppose I’m a new teacher. What would you say are the most important elements
in a successful lesson?
Respondent: Getting students engaged from the outset is incredibly important. If you
don’t do that they’re not going to listen for the rest of the time and students simply don’t
learn when they don’t listen. Finding a way to get them engaged whether that’s with a
great do-now or a story or even just a question, having them journal, whatever it is make
sure you get them engaged from the outset.
And then for the rest of the lesson I would say the most important part is probably
changing what you’re doing every 20 minutes or so. Most kids won’t last more than 20
minutes at anything, so whether that’s an activity and then a discussion etc., or even if it’s
a discussion about one topic you need to change that topic dramatically in the next 20
minutes or so. I would say getting them engaged at the outset and then breaking your
time period into mini lessons rather than trying to stay on one topic the entire time.
Kate: What do you think you’re the most successful at in your lessons?
Respondent: I think I’m most successful at bringing energy to some of the most mundane
topics like commas or subject-verb agreement. I try very hard and I think I’m successful
at making lessons fun, as simple as might that sound. Just by bouncing around the room
and getting them to bounce around with me we’re able to connect to things that I think
most kids would see as really, really dry. Classes that I think other teachers might teach
and their kids are falling asleep, mine are still with me, so more of them learn more
information in less time.
Kate: Do you feel like you have the autonomy to execute lessons the way you would like
to?
Respondent: Yes and no. I think I have the autonomy to design my lesson the way I want
to within the model that the school has given us. We’re supposed to have five steps and I
do sometimes feel constricted by those five steps. Sometimes I want to have two or three
or just one great step. I would say, nine times out of 10 I’d do it the way I want to
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anyway because I feel like the justification for it is that the kids are learning, but I do
sometimes worry that if somebody walked in and was looking for five steps they
wouldn’t see them.
Kate: Please explain what you focus on when you’re planning your instructional time?
Respondent: When I’m planning my lessons? The primary thing I start with is how can
this be explained to a kid who doesn’t know very much about it? I think something that’s
really hard for teachers, especially new teachers, and especially teachers in middle
school, is thinking all the way backwards to when I didn’t know this. Why do I just know
how to make subjects and verbs agree? Why do I just know how to write a sentence and
where a thought ends and where one begins?
So kind of digging into how I know that and why I know that, and then how to explain
that to someone, especially with language arts it can be very much something you feel
your way through rather than be able to concretely point. When we’re structuring a
sentence, yes, you can say this is the subject, this is the verb, this sentence needs to end
here, but that really only applies with simple sentences. Once you start writing in a little
bit more complicated way a lot of times it’s just feeling when that thought ends and
feeling when you need to start a new paragraph. From the outset I just try to break down
what the most basic level of information is and how I can explain that to them and then
how we can practice it enough that they’ll be able to feel it too.
Kate: Suppose it’s my first year teaching. What specific strategies would you advise me
to incorporate into my lessons to raise student achievement?
Respondent: One thing that has always worked for me and can be a great way to start for
a new teacher is to give a daily quiz. It forces kids to get invested fast. It gives them very
little time a lot to waste at the beginning of a year. A lot of times a kid will choose to test
a new teacher.
One strategy that I’ve used at the beginning of every school year I’ve ever taught is just
to quiz them every day until you don’t have to any more. The first few quizzes will be
awful and then they’ll get better and then by the time every kid is getting 100 every day
you know you can pull back and start every other day, pop quizzes once a week or
whatever you decide to do. But planning into your lesson a daily takeaway so that there
can be a next day quiz I think is an important strategy for first year teachers.
Kate: Do you gauge your success in the classroom on your assessments? Your personal
success.
Respondent: Not necessarily, because there are so many factors that go into assessments.
I definitely take them into consideration and consider them strongly. But sometimes you
realize when you sit down and talk to a kid that they really do get it, they really do
understand it but they’re being held up by something else. The way the assessment is
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designed, they don’t understand the question, they don’t understand what you want, they
ran out of time, whatever it is.
I think assessments can be a true indicator of what’s going on, but you also need to factor
in all the human elements. Kids failing quiz after quiz after quiz obviously they don’t get
it. If a kid fails a quiz I don’t necessarily assume that kid didn’t understand anything I
taught that day. Sometimes it means I just need to check in with that kid and see what
happened.
Kate: That’s how you handle... if they’re not getting it, not getting it, not getting it how
do you handle it? Just checking in with them?
Respondent: That’s how we structure those focus groups in the afternoon. ‘Focus groups’
sounds more like a research project, but those groups in the afternoon that we focus on
remediation with. Those are also kids that I encourage to come to after school tutoring
and then those are the kids that get the heftier vacation packets.
Kate: Your day starts and ends when?
Respondent: We arrive by 7:20 and we leave no earlier than 4:45. Kids are in the door at
7:45 and leave at 4:30.
Kate: When do you normally leave?
Respondent: It ranges. Anywhere between 4:45 on the dot if I have an appointment to 6,
6:30 if I have after school commitments or tutoring or I need to make parent phone calls,
put in grades, etc.
Kate: What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning and instructional
strategies?
Respondent: I am probably not a huge proponent of data analysis. I probably use it less
than most. I think part of that has to do with my subject area. I think if I taught math or
science or even social studies at the middle school level where it’s much more about
memorizing, then I might use it more.
Again, I teach writing, which can be very difficult to assess using a multiple choice quiz.
How do you ask a kid to write via multiple choice? I don’t use it as much. I do a lot of
little quizzes on things that are concrete. That gives me enough data to be able to tell
whether a kid is with me, is learning, is studying, etc. But then a lot of what I do is more
qualitative than quantitative I think.
It can be hard to explain both to other teacher and to kids why is one kid’s writing so
much better than another? It’s prettier, it’s more eloquent, it uses higher level vocabulary
words. Again, that can’t be broken down onto a multiple choice quiz. A multiple choice
question like “Which of these four words is the best word to use?” is completely
worthless. Reading an essay in which a kid uses beautiful words enables me to write on
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the bottom of that essay, “Your vocabulary is what makes your essay stand out from
everyone else's.”
Kate: What would be some specific examples of other types of assessments you use?
Respondent: I do a lot of essays. I’ve had a belief my entire career and continue to
believe that teacher feedback written on essays is the absolutely best type of feedback for
English classes. It’s individual, it gives kids something that they can work on, and it also
builds that relationship between students and teachers. I do a lot of essays with written
feedback at the end as well as corrections throughout.
I do some quiz games where everybody stands up and I quiz them on various things. That
can be a little bit more outside of the box than what multiple choice lends itself to. When
you’re out you sit down and we see who’s standing at the end. A lot of times I can tell
whether the whole class is doing well by whether that quiz game lasts for five minutes
and everybody’s out or 55 minutes and there are four kids battling to the death for 10
minutes. I know if that’s going on everybody gets it.
Kate: What do you believe makes you and your school successful or unsuccessful?
Respondent: I do think our school’s very successful. I think the commitment by both the
teachers and the administration is something that carries our school through everything
that a school has to get through. I think that our kids, for the most part, want to be here,
and I think that’s really powerful as well. There’s a handful of kids who claim they’d
rather be somewhere else, but often, when given the opportunity to leave, they don’t.
I think the two things that make us successful are certainly the commitment from the
adults and the desire from the kids to be a part of the school. I think that one thing that
can occasionally make us not as successful as we could be otherwise is being hesitant
about making decisions or moving forward in certain areas. Whereas I think sometimes
we say, “We’ll get to that, we’ll build to that. Eventually, we’ll...etc.” Again, we’re a
young school so that will probably work itself out.
Kate: Can you give me specific things that you feel make you successful?
Respondent: Whenever I’ve mentored younger teachers I always feel awful at my
response to this question because it’s not even something that can really be emulated. I
honestly think that my personality carries me. I’m able to connect with kids; kids like me.
Even the kids that don’t like me respect me. I think I have a presence in the classroom. I
think that I command that classroom and that I am an expert in my content area, so
nothing really throws me.
Part of it is just natural, just having a stronger personality and being well educated in my
content area, and then part of it’s just experience and figuring out how to be unflappable
in a classroom. I really think that more than planning, or assessing, or designing, or
grading has made me more successful than anything else.
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Kate: Do you have anything to add? Anything you’d like me to know?
Respondent: No. Thank you.
Participant #5:
Respondent: Yes.
Kate: What is your philosophy of teaching?
Respondent: I guess it’s just my job is to help my students. I come at it from like a
servant aspect. Like, I’m here to meet their needs. So, if I’m not doing my job, I need to
figure out what I need to do to meet my students’ needs, whatever level they come in.
Kate: OK. Would you just describe for me your day—what time you get here, when you
leave?
Respondent: Yeah. So, I usually get here around 7:00. On average, I leave here about 55:30 every day.
Kate: How long are your classes?
Respondent: Our classes are an hour and…I think it’s either five minutes or 10 minutes.
Usually about an hour and 5-10 minutes. Then we have study session every day from
2:30-4:00.
Kate: So do you see the same students that you see earlier?
Respondent: Yeah. So the study session, the way it works is every day of the week it’s
run by schedule. So, Monday’s is first period study session. Tuesday’s is second period
study session, and so on for the rest of the week.
Kate: OK. Are they by skill levels?
Respondent: No. The study sessions are just by the class periods. So, in that class there
is a variety of skill levels, but yeah, they just rotate amongst all the different classes.
Kate: OK. So none of the classes are leveled by…
Respondent: Well, we did a leveling in the beginning of the year based on their math
diagnostic, and all the classes were split up according to that. But since then, some of the
classes have shifted around; we lost a teacher from the beginning of the year. But pretty
much all the classes still consistently stay on pretty much the same level.
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Kate: OK. So you all have an extended day. Do you think that having more
instructional time with students helps to raise student achievement?
Respondent: I think in some ways yes, in some ways no. The struggle with study
session, I feel like, sometimes is that getting kids to focus towards the end of the day can
be really difficult, especially when it’s still a full class. So, on days where we can get the
kids to focus and actually do their work and participate willingly, I think we get a lot
more done than when they just kinda sit there and are just going through the motions.
Kate: OK. Suppose I am a new teacher. What would you say are the most important
elements in a successful lesson?
Respondent: Make sure you have a strict schedule that the students are aware of and you
are aware of. So, you time out an pace your schedule according to what you need to get
done. Always have some type of assessment built in, whether it’s just regular exit ticket
or a pop quiz in the beginning. Like, for me, for language arts, I always do a grammar
check so we can work on our writing skills. Always have some type of assessment so
you can see where your kids are in terms of the skills you’ve been practicing in the class.
Kate: OK. Please explain what you focus on when you are planning your instructional
time.
Respondent: When I am planning, what I spend most of my attention is finding the right
text that we’re going to use for the day. Usually I end up picking short stories or short
non-fiction articles that we can read over either a day or two, and making sure that the
SPI’s that I’m teaching for that week can be found in this passage. And if they’re not
found in this passage, then look for something else. Because I spend about 25 minutes of
every class reading; just straight reading. That’s what I spend most of my time, just
looking through passages.
Kate: So you start with the SPI’s and then tailor the readings to that?
Respondent: Right, right.
Kate: OK. What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning and
instruction?
Respondent: It’s a big part of my instruction. I’m a Teach for America Teacher, so most
of our stuff is data driven. Like, we break down all our unit tests by SPI’s and we look at
what they’re missing and go back and hit those SPI’s after. Plus, this school does the
Achievement Network, so that also informs me what my next unit will be focusing on,
the types of skills.
Kate: So you do assessments once a week?
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Respondent: I do a weekly quiz on vocabulary and then the two or three SPI’s we’re
studying for the week, and then I do a unit test where I cover all the SPI’s that we’ve
done for the past…usually, the tests, we’ll do them every four to five weeks.
Kate: OK. Do you get together with the other teachers and sort of just discuss…?
Respondent: We do some shared unit planning’s, but not all the time. So, most of the
time it’s just me working on my own. I do share data with them. I diagnose their reading
levels, so I diagnose them in the beginning of the year. I’m working on diagnosing their
midyear reading levels. And then I’ll do it again at the end of the year. That I share with
the other teachers just so they’re aware.
Kate: How do you do that?
Respondent: I use the SRAI.
Kate: OK. What do you believe makes you successful as a teacher?
Respondent: I’m always willing to change things up if I notice something’s not working.
Kate: Can you give me an example?
Respondent: Yeah. Like, for example, studying vocab I know is really difficult for my
students. They just didn’t care about the words. So, picking out activities that’s going to
make them care. Like, we started off with vocab charades. Now I have them come up
with sentences on the spot with vocab words, and I give them a challenge where they can
try to use all of the day’s vocab words in one sentence. That’s just while they’re learning
it during class.
You know, assigning roles to different students to play in the classroom, like giving them
class jobs and things like that. Something that gets them invested in the class, and then if
I see it’s not working, I just switch it to something else.
Kate: OK. What about the school in general? What do you think makes the school
successful or unsuccessful?
Respondent: I think this school particularly, the 7th grade, we’ve been pretty successful
with these students because we’re all pretty much on the same page as far as our goals
and what we want for these students. We want them all to have the opportunity of going
to college and not letting their grades be the reason why they can’t get into college.
We’re all striving for them to be challenged academically, but we’re also really focused
on their behavior, because we think those two things go hand in hand.
So, discipline-wise, we’re all pretty much on the same page as far as how a classroom
should look in this school, how the kids should be acting while they’re in school. As far
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as what discipline techniques we use in each classroom, that will differ. But we have a
very clear vision of what each classroom should be looking like.
Kate: Suppose it’s my first year teaching. What specific strategies would you advise me
to incorporate into my lessons to raise student achievement? You touched on vocabulary,
but what would you tell me to do to raise student achievement?
Respondent: Make sure there’s ways that all students can get involved somehow in the
lesson. Like, searching for different ways, whether it means assigning certain kids to
read different parts of whatever skill you are introducing for the day or…yeah, just
working on things like vocabulary or making sure you do track your data a lot so you can
see what it is you need to focus on while you are planning. Because if your kids are
mastering the idea but they have no idea what text features are, then it wouldn’t make
sense to keep focusing on main idea. So yeah, definitely use your data once you have
data.
Kate: Do you have other teachers come and sort of ask you for guidance?
Respondent: Not in this school because it’s pretty small, but I do from, like, my other
Teach for America teachers. We’re always collaborating and asking each other for help.
Kate: Are you a second year…?
Respondent: First year core member.
Kate: OK. So you work with TFA teachers kind outside of school…?
Respondent: Yeah. Actually, Mr. Patrick here is also a TFA teacher. So we do
collaborate with each other in the sense of, like, I ask him what discipline techniques
have worked in his class and which students work well together, which ones don’t, just so
I can see how it compares to what’s going on in my class. And if I notice that he doesn’t
let two students sit next to each other but they’re sitting next to each other in my class,
that helps me understand why they’re not working in class.
Kate: OK. This is kind of circling back around, but what would you say makes you feel
successful at the end of the day?
Respondent: I feel successful when I see that my students enjoyed the lesson; they
weren’t just kinda going through the motions. They were actually kinda laughing and
talking about what was going on. If I’m able to get to extension exercises, especially for
this class I try to do a lot of creative writing exercises with them, if I’m able to get to
those lessons, that’s when I feel like I’ve been successful, because that means I was able
to clearly explain whatever skill we were introducing and they were able to understand it
and then create something on their own.
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Kate: Well that’s all I had. Was there anything you wanted to add?
Respondent: No. That’s pretty much it!
Kate: OK!

Particpant #6:
Kate: OK, what is your philosophy of teaching?
Respondent: I think my philosophy has probably changed throughout my teaching
career. But in the end of it all, it’s about making the kids really enjoy the learning that
they’re doing, because I think if you set that, especially in the middle school, if you set
that as your primary goal, then everything else becomes much easier.
So, creating like a love and a…lust is probably not the right word to use. But like a
strong desire for students to learn kind of takes care a lot of the other stuff, because then
you have intrinsic motivation and you have kids buying into what’s going on every single
day.
So I think at the top, at the start of my philosophy on education is definitely create a
classroom, and a school, and an environment where a love of learning is at the very top of
the list.
And then after that, it’s just creating an organized and structured classroom where kids
know what to expect and get the same energy and joy every single day from the teacher.
Kate: Do you think that your school allows you or helps you to do that/
Respondent: Definitely. Yeah, I think I was fortunate enough to come to this school
when it was still growing. And because of that, there was a lot of freedom in the way that
I ran my classroom and in the way I set up what we were doing. And, in the same breath,
the school has always been very supportive of my passions and kind of the direction that I
take my students in and the way that I do it.
So yeah, very much so. And even in the way that we talk about things. You know,
having students be excited about learning is definitely important.
Kate: OK. Can you describe your school day. Basically, when you start, when you end,
how much time you put in, in a week.
Respondent: I’ll just take today because that’s an easy day. I wake up anywhere from
4:30 to 5:00, some days earlier depending on what it is. I get to school right at 6:30 when
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the building opens, kinda do last minute preps for the day, get my photocopies ready,
clean my room, make sure everything is ready to go.
At 7:15, 7:10 I go outside and start greeting kids, just for the fun of it, just because I like
hanging out with kids. But then at 7:30 I go to my morning post, which is when I’m
assigned to be at a specific spot, or 7:28 or whatever it is. From 7:28 to 8:00 I’m at the
morning post…sorry, till 7:45. Then at 7:45, as our team leader, I go and meet with all
students who are on academic probation. Or not all students; I meet with a couple
students each day, and I meet with each student throughout the week from 7:45 to 8:00.
Just quick meetings, just checking up on them.
Then at eight o’clock I start teaching. I teach math from eight o’clock straight until 2:30.
It’s four 1½ hour sections with a 30 minute lunch that happens in my classroom in the
middle of one of the classes. So then, at 2:30 I am on planning. I plan from 2:30-4:30,
which usually entails meetings, calling parents, meeting with students. And I also am the
basketball coach, so a lot of that time is used to do that—plan the games, make sure we
have everything, set up for our middle school girls team and our varsity team.
And then just checking on the sixth grade team, the other teachers, as a team leader. I
take that responsibility pretty seriously. So, it’s observing them, making sure their needs
are met so they can do what they do.
During basketball season, basketball goes until about 7. So then I come back and I leave
school right around 7:30. But non-basketball season, I probably leave around, I don’t
know, 6:30 or six o’clock after just tidying up for the day, meeting with students a lot.
Then get home and try to eat dinner and go to sleep.
Kate: OK. Do you think that having more instructional time with students helps to raise
student achievement?
Respondent: Definitely. I’d be shocked if someone argued the other way. I just think it
seems…well, if you are confident that when these kids are in your classroom they are
learning things, then the more time you have with them, they gotta be learning more.
I mean I think there’s obviously a point, right? At some point it stops. But, I don’t
know, maybe not, either. But yeah, definitely.
Kate: How do ya’ll use the extra time? If you were a traditional school you’d get out at
2:30. How do you use the extra time in your day?
Respondent: I get an hour and a half with kids instead of 50 minutes or an hour, let’s say.
So I have an extra 30 minutes…So everything I do, so, for example, a “do now”, instead
of only being able to give like five minutes for it, now I give 10 minutes for this “do
now”. So now they’ve gotten that extra five minutes every day to practice whatever it is
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that I’m doing, whether it’s multiplication, factoring. And everything can just go a little
longer. We can go a little deeper into things.
Or, I can do two full lessons a day, which I do often. So I literally, at the end, take a
break for a restroom break and we come back, it’s like, “Today is actually the next day.”
So you can do two full things.
And I also think it allows us to, with the longer day…so that’s just individual-like class.
But for the longer day it allows us to plan extra things. It allows us to go on a field trip in
the week and make up for it the next day because we have that time. It allows us to really
slow down and get in-depth and not feel so rushed, like I have 27 standards to cover by
the end of the year, whatever it is. But I think it allows us to slow down.
And it also allows us to add that excitement factor that I was talking about; that other
stuff.
Kate: So do you do remediation every day with the same group that you’ve seen earlier
in the day?
Respondent: Personally?
Kate: Yes, for your classes.
Respondent: No. I do not have specific remediation classes. I have my four…
Kate: Core 90 minute…
Respondent: Yeah, 90 minutes. Each class has 24 kids or so. But from 2:30-3:30,
actually, right now there is a…there’s actually one of the language arts teachers running
remediation just for language arts. What we have seen, as the 6th grade we decided that
we would rather…maybe not rather. Just because of resources and who we have
available, the language arts teachers are teaching a remediation class to a section on
Tuesday and Thursday and a section on Monday and Wednesday. And that happens from
2:30-3:30.
Kate: OK. How are the classes split up?
Respondent: Gender. We have two boy sections and two girl sections.
Kate: So it’s not by…
Respondent: Not ability grouped at all, nope. It ends up that we happen to have a group
that…because of our special-ed inclusion, we have to have all…or, not all, but almost all
of our special-ed students in one section of girls and one section of boys. So that ends up
pulling that group a little…But no, other than that, no. They are grouped just by gender.
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Kate: OK. Suppose I am a new teacher. What would you say are the most important
elements in a successful lesson and why?
Respondent: I really think that a very effective “do now”, especially for a new teacher, is
really important. It’s something that they come in and they can do that they’re successful
at, that they’re ready to go, to start, because if you get the kids in sitting and working and
they’re like, “Oh, I’m doing well at something,” the vibe of the whole class changes for
the whole time…
Kate: So something that the kids can come in and do.
Respondent: Right. And not only that ,but that they can do successfully. So it’s
something…It’s not something so challenging they are like, “Oh, man, this is hard” or
they have to raise their…It’s something like, “Oh, I know how to do this!” because now
they are excited about, “I just did something well!” Whatever it is, they are now kind of
bought-in.
And then no matter what you introduce next, the vibe in the classroom is much butter just
because a kid has come in and done something well.
So that would be the first thing. Then there is a thousand other things I would tell
teachers, because as you can hear, I like to talk about….But yeah, I think especially with
a new teacher, if that’s your focus, that whatever they do when they come in is something
that they do well and they’re successful at, the rest of the class will just be much better,
especially because new teachers usually have good ideas for their lessons and things, but
I think they overlook that first five or ten minutes and how crucial it is.
Kate: OK. Please explain what you focus on when you are planning your instructional
time.
Respondent: When I plan my instructional time, I think a lot of what I focus on when I
plan my instructional time is I…I mean obviously we talk a lot about backwards design
and focusing on the end; what is the goal at the end of the day?
But a lot of what I focus on is how to make kids successful at what they’re doing.
Students who are being successful at whatever they are doing then feel good about it and
then can be successful at other things. Successful people succeed is like kind of a mantra
that I’ve heard. If you are successful at things, you just are successful, whatever it is. It’s
like, “That person, no matter what they do they’re successful.”
So if you get kids being successful…A lot of what I plan is like, “How am I going to…”
If the goal is to get them that they can solve X+4=10, there’s so many things that I have
to do before that that I need them to be successful at so that when they finally get to that
that they can be successful with that and they can feel that confidence.
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So I think a lot of what I plan is the smaller steps to the end goal that I’m positive we can
be successful at, and really building up to that because, again, success breeds success.
You know, it feels good to be successful.
Kate: OK. What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning and
instructional strategies?
Respondent: When I look at a test or a quiz and I see that every student has gotten #14
wrong, for me, right away it’s one of two things. One, I made a mistake and I did
something wrong. If everyone got it wrong, that’s usually what the case is. I solved it
wrong and they got…Or two, clearly we didn’t learn this yet; somehow we didn’t do it.
And same type of thing if 70% of the kids got it wrong. Or whatever it is, you realize
that somehow there is something not being communicated. And it might not be that they
don’t know that entire thing. It might be that I put one word in there that they had no
idea about; I asked them something and they just haven’t learned that vocabulary.
Or maybe I forgot to teach this one aspect of this part but they know the rest of the
concept.
So, a lot of times, what I like to do is I like to try to go back and pinpoint what it is of that
test problem or quiz question they didn’t understand. And same thing when we do a
problem on the board, you know, which is, I guess, really informal data, but data
nonetheless. It’s I looked around and when I asked this question, I didn’t get a single
hand up, which means, “Wait a minute. Somehow I thought in my lesson planning we
were going to be able to make that jump and we didn’t make that jump.”
So a lot of the data I take as kind of more informal, but it’s data nonetheless and it really
dictates, “All right, where are the gaps? Where are the holes? What do we need to fill in
so, again, to get to the goal of our students being successful?”
Kate: So you are really assessing throughout every class every day, all the time.
Respondent: Oh yeah.
Kate: Do you do weekly assessments, order assessments…?
Respondent: Yeah, so I do weekly assessments, I do daily quizzes sporadically, I’ll do a
“drop everything” quiz. I want to see…like, all of a sudden I’m feeling…I don’t
know...You know, “Everyone has to do this one and I’m counting it as a one point quiz.”
Because it takes a minute, maybe two minutes depending on what the problem is. And,
all of a sudden, I have this clear understanding of, “Oh, wait, they do understand it,”
because I was freaking out and I thought they didn’t.
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So yeah, it’s like a constant assessment. I don’t document it as readily. It’s not like then
I put this all in a computer system and it plugs out and does…But it’s the same concept.
It’s just not…again, it’s more informal and it relies a lot on kind of me and my
understanding of my classroom. But yeah, it’s definitely data and it’s definitely
assessment constantly, because if you don’t know where your kids are, then you are just
teaching to teach.
Kate: OK. What do you believe makes you and your school successful or unsuccessful?
Respondent: People want to be here I think is what makes our school successful.
Students want to be here. Teachers want to be here. And I think you see the most
successful classrooms are the ones where the teachers are like really excited to be in there
every single day. They get annoyed when a fire drill happens because it’s like, “Man,
that means I don’t get to…” You know. And you can tell, like when their phone rings,
like they’re annoyed because it’s like, “Now I gotta go answer my phone instead of
teaching.”
And you can go into good classrooms like that and you talk to those teachers, you know
you would never go, “Hey, can we borrow this student…” because they would say no.
And that’s because they want their students there. They are so excited.
And then there’s another teacher, she’s like, “Oh yeah, you can…” You know that they
wouldn’t care. Like, “Yeah, you can take them! Don’t worry about it!” That’s just
because they don’t want to be there as much and their students don’t want to be there as
much. And I think that’s a big part.
So it’s like as a whole, in general, people want to be here. Kids want to be here. Kids
want to be here more than they…Geez, Louise, they want to be here. They don’t want to
leave. They’re here all the time.
And then the teachers. I mean there’s teachers who are here before the security guards
every day and get shoveled out of the building every single day. So I think that, like,
wanting to be here, again, goes back to that same philosophy of teaching—they are
excited about it. You know, you are excited. You are having fun with learning and you
want to keep learning things.
So I think that’s a lot of what makes our school successful is we have a buy-in, at some
level, of…You know, there’s something fun about being here every day.
Kate: What do you think makes you successful?
Respondent: I think I listen well. In saying that, I mean like when I speak to students,
I’m able to hear what they are saying and quickly assess how they are feeling, what they
know, what they don’t know. And I think that’s kinda been my strongest, my biggest
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skills. Like, when a kid raises his hand and asks questions, I’m able to figure out what
they are really asking really quickly and go to six levels of where they get lost. And I’m
able to do that well. And I don’t know why. Maybe…
And then I think the other thing is I really enjoy it. So, that makes me successful because
I really enjoy it, so I work a lot and I work hard at it because I really like it. I think I
bring that energy to what I do, to teaching. So I think those are the things that really
make me successful.
Kate: If you were talking to a brand new teacher or a teacher who was struggling, what
would be the biggest thing you would tell them that they should focus on to make their
classroom better?
Respondent: I think the biggest thing…and I’ve been talking to a lot of them, as our
school has lots of new teachers. The biggest thing I tell them is slow down and teach less
each day, but teach it well. Again, because what it does, it goes back to…I feel like I keep
going back to the same thing; it makes kids successful. If your only goal for the day was,
“We’re going to learn how to multiply these two numbers,” if by the end of the day all
the kids were successful at it, it’s like, “Cool!” And then the next day you can do two.
And before you know it, it’s like kids are used to…as opposed to teachers come in and
they’re like, “We’re so far behind! We’ve gotta do 12 things a day!” And then you leave
in a day and they don’t learn anything because they were freaking out trying to learn 12
things.
It’s like, yeah, you might only get through the first semester, you might only get through
a quarter of your semester and you’re thinking it’s supposed to be halfway. It’s like,
“No. You got through a quarter, but now your kids are totally bought-in because they are
successful. They did well on assessments. Now you can pick up the pace.”
I mean I feel like at the end of the year I can do 30 things in a day because, at the start of
the year, we did not even one some days. Some days we literally just like enjoyed math
and enjoyed each other. And so then, by the end of the year you are like, “Today we are
doing four objectives.” They’re like, “All right, here we go!” And they sit up and they
are ready to do it.
So I think that’s the biggest thing that I’ve told all our new teachers. I think they get so
stressed about like, “Oh no, but the standard said this and we are supposed to be at this
day at this time and we’re not there yet, and if we don’t get there, we’re not going to
be…” It’s like, “Today, teach them something you really know they need to know, and
teach it to them well. And then tomorrow teach them another one thing. And then,
eventually, you’ll build to that level where you get six things.”
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I think that’s what happens with a lot of new teachers—they get overwhelmed by, you
know, whether it’s a curriculum that they’re placed on or standards, like, “By this day,
these 17 SPI’s or standards have to be taught,” and it’s like, “Wait a minute…” That
becomes your whole focus as opposed to teaching this one thing really well today.
And if we didn’t get it, we’ll do it tomorrow! And we’ll do it better tomorrow…because
again, successful people…You know, everyone you see who is successful in anything
they do, usually they’re successful just in general. They just are like good at stuff. Why?
It’s just because they go used to being successful. So I think that has to be what we do
with our kids, too.
Kate: OK. Suppose it is my first year teaching. What specific strategies would you
advise me to incorporate into my lessons to raise student achievement?
Respondent: I mean I think it depends on the subject matter, clearly. I guess I’ll speak
for math. I think math is a heavy, practice driven subject. I think getting kids to practice,
and practice, and practice is huge. I think finding…balancing your kind of practice,
practice, practice with, whether it’s math games or math competitions, or something that,
again…I feel like a broken record…but brings that excitement into your class, so then
when you ask them to sit for 20 minutes straight and do the same type of problem for 20
minutes straight, they are OK with that because they were just actually up and counting
by 3’s and chanting the four multiplication tables and things like that.
So now, when you say, “Sit still and do the same type problem for 20 minutes,” it’s like,
“All right, I can do that because I’m excited about it.” And it’s like, all right, now it’s a
race. Now there’s excitement to it.
Another thing, too, for math teachers is to make sure, as much as you can, I think, and
maybe I’m….providing answers to things even before the kids do it gives kids a real
sense of achievement when they get it because they see the answer right away. So, in
other words, whether it’s…you know, on the front side of the paper you have 20
questions, on the back you have all their answers.
And, at the start of the year you have to make sure you explain that that’s the case. It’s
like, “Don’t just turn it over. It does you no good.” And you also remind them, like,
“Hey, on Friday you are going to do a quiz where there aren’t going to be answers.”
But it feels really good for a kid to do a problem and not have to say, “Did I get this
right?” or to find out at the very end of the day, like, the answer was seven. It’s like,
“Yeah!” And now, that next problem is like…and then when they get it wrong, they’re
like, “Wait a minute. I gotta figure out why I got this wrong,” as opposed to, “I got it
wrong. Oh well! I didn’t know I got it wrong!” You know, they do 12 problems
wrong…
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And there’s effective ways to do it where it’s not just like they can just look at the
answers exactly right. So they’re hidden in a riddle or some way, so they know right
away when the riddle doesn’t make sense. So there’s ways to do it so it’s not just like
you could just copy it. But still, there is that direct feedback that says, “I got it right and
it makes me feel good.”
Kate: Is there anything you want to add or say about your success in the classroom, why
you feel you are successful?
Respondent: I enjoy it. I mean enjoying yourself is…
Kate: Bottom line? [laughs]
Respondent: Yeah, if you enjoy it you will probably be pretty good at it.
Kate: OK. Thank you.
Participant #7:
Kate: Give me your philosophy of teaching.
Respondent: My philosophy of teaching would be trying to do more than just the subject
that I teach; to go beyond just reading class and English and grammar, but also kind of
touch values that will assist students throughout their lives. So, not just academic
lessons, but also lessons on behavior and conduct in manners, and just kind of trying to
be…trying to mentor through teaching. But, of course, also assist in helping them get
prepared in being able to read and write well so that they do well in college and just
achieve their goals.
Kate: Would you just quickly describe your school day—when you get here, when you
leave, how long your class is?
Respondent: I get here at 6:30 pretty much each morning. I do a little bit of just printing
and preparing for the day, getting my board configuration ready, getting my desk in
order, things like that. I have a community based class, homeroom type thing for 30
minutes from 7:30-8:00. And then from eight until 12:00, I teach four one hour classes. I
cover a lunch at that time from 12-12:30, and then I have planning period for several
hours, and then I teach a PE class. It changes different days—Monday/Wednesday,
Tuesday/Thursday. Monday and Wednesday I teach a PE class right after lunch. Then I
have planning. Then I teach a focus class at the end of the day; just extra learning type of
class. And the other days I don’t teach PE, I just have planning and then teach the focus
at the end of the day.
I stay here till, usually…I tutor after school until 5:30 each day Monday-Thursday. And
then Friday, of course, we get out early and we have faculty meetings till five o’clock.
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That’s my typical day. I go home [xx 2:37]. I usually do probably an hour, an hour and a
half’s worth of work in the evening when I get home.
Kate: Are your classes leveled by ability?
Respondent: No they are not. We decided in the 7th grade not to do it like that this year,
but just kind of put them all together, just separate them by gender instead of level.
Kate: Do you have any remediation time during the day?
Respondent: Besides my tutoring, I don’t. I use tutoring as remediation.
Kate: OK. And that’s the tutoring after school?
Respondent: Mm-hmm.
Kate: OK. Do you think that having more instructional time with students helps to raise
student achievements? Why or why not?
Respondent: I absolutely believe that more instructional time helps to raise students’
achievement. The more time they are in a classroom in a focused learning environment,
the better they are going to be prepared for rigorous academic requirements. And trying
to meet those standards requires a lot of time in the classroom with the teachers.
Kate: Suppose I am a new teacher. What would you say are the most important elements
in a successful lesson and why?
Respondent: I think one of the most successful…Excuse me. In a lesson, one of the
most successful things is, of course, introducing the lesson well, in which you explain
what you are going to do. I think one of the most important aspects is why we’re doing
it. “Why am I teaching you this? How can I actually apply it in a practical way outside
of the classroom, either now or as an adult?”
So the students buy into the lesson because they see a practical use for it. I think also
giving guided practice and showing them how you would think and showing them your
thought process as you kinda walk through the lesson, and then allowing them time to
practice independently. I think all those are very important.
In closing, I think it’s good to reiterate what this is about and see if students are able to
kind of vocalize what the lesson is about, why it’s valuable. I think if you have all of
those kind of beginning, middle, and end components within the lesson, then they are
going to walk away actually being able to have something to grasp, something to hold
onto that they learn.
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Kate: OK. Please explain what you focus on when you are planning your instructional
time.
Respondent: I focus on trying to make something—similar to your last question—trying
to make it practical to where they actually see the value of it beyond just, “You have a
test Friday. You need to do well on it.” I try to show them how…the test is just to see if
they understand it, but, “Here are the reasons why it’s actually going to benefit you even
beyond college.” College is a very obvious reason why you need to learn how to read
well and interpret well and respond to a text well, but even after college when you are
learning the rest of your life, that’s when it really comes into play. Are you still going to
have these skills that will help you become a more learned individual throughout your
life?
Kate: OK. What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning instructional
strategies?
Respondent: It plays a significant role. I see what my students are skilled in and what
they seem to grasp. I focus on the things in the classroom that they seem to struggle
more with, especially with standardized testing being such an integral part of teaching,
that I can use that data to really focus on the things that they are going to be tested on.
Yeah, so I use it fairly often and take advantage of it.
Kate: How often do you assess to get that type of information?
Respondent: I usually access weekly, at the end of the week. Most of the time it’s not a
standardized test that the state or the city provides. But I usually give an assessment at
the end of each week over the lesson that we learned.
Kate: Do you all use any sort of standard assessments like across the whole middle
school?
Respondent: We don’t…in terms of formatting, no. We do use our assessment data at
the end of each week regardless of what class. We put it into the KickBoard analysis data
and kind of put in the standards that we’ve covered that week. So each weekend we do
put in our tests into a standardized testing analysis and use that to kind of…but it is
independent class by class. And how the tests are formatted is up to the individual
teachers. There’s not one way across the board that we set up our tests.
Kate: Do you all, as a school, do any sort of assessment, like, at the end of a quarter, at
the end of a unit; a bigger type of assessment that…
Respondent: Yeah. Each class has a unit assessment for whatever unit that they’re on.
Again, that’s one that’s created independently from the other classes that we will teach
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several weeks of a unit and then have an overall unit exam on all of those. Like I said,
and then smaller assessments, quizzes at the end of each week throughout that one unit.
We also do the A-NET testing through the year that kind of helps us gauge where we are
in attempts to do well on the T-CAP. So that’s…I guess that’s one that’s definitely
standard throughout each class that the state provides A-NET testing so we can see where
students are struggling and see where they are.
Kate: How often do you do that?
Respondent: We do that about every six weeks; we do an A-NET test.
Kate: OK. What do you believe makes you and your school successful or unsuccessful?
Respondent: I believe that we’re a very successful school. I feel that the administration
plays, perhaps, the biggest role in making us a successful school. The administration
works well to hire teachers that they see fit to hold students to high standards. And they
hold their teachers to high standards, and they expect the teachers to hold students to high
standards. So it’s kind of from the top-down just kind of setting up what we expect.
I think, also, because of that we have a lot of teachers who have the same mindset and the
same, maybe, philosophies and the same ideas about why we’re here. We have teachers
who, because of the hiring procedures and the rigor in which the administration kind of
analyzes each candidate for teaching, we end up having really, really wonderful
dedicated, hard-working teachers who go above and beyond. And so, by default it’s just
year-round people who are educated, people who are caring, and people who are going to
be positive and devoted to doing their best to give their students the best.
Kate: What do you think personally makes you successful or unsuccessful?
Respondent: I think being surrounded by a good staff and a good administration really
helps me feel like I have the support. I’m given a lot of support. Anything that I ever
needed or requested to help me in my teaching, I’ve always been wholeheartedly assisted
in getting.
I feel that being able to collaborate with other teachers who have a likeminded view of
why we’re here and what we’re doing really helps me to stay motivated and stay positive.
And I get a lot of really great ideas from other teachers.
So I think just being around other great educators helps me to do better at what I’m trying
to do.
Kate: Any particular parts of your lessons or things that you do as a teacher you think are
especially strong?
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Respondent: I think I really try to, above anything else, make students feel like what
we’re learning is actually useful. So, I think that’s probably something that I emphasize
even more than the closing of the lesson in which we kinda reiterate what it’s about. It’s
just really trying to help students understand that everything that we do is valuable and
will be valuable for a long time in their lives, and that everything builds upon the other
lesson. So, every lesson that you have will build on the next lesson. And after years, and
years, and years of really great practical lessons, they’re going to have just an
overwhelming amount of knowledge to help them through college and through life. I
think the beginning of the lesson would probably be my strongest point.
Kate: Suppose this was my first year teaching. What specific strategies would you
advise me to incorporate into my lessons to raise student achievement?
Respondent: Your classroom management strategies are probably the first thing that you
would really need to focus on, is how to manage a classroom. That’s one of those things
that you really get better at as you teach. But just really understanding the value of how
to manage efficiently and effectively a classroom so that students do see you as an
authority who not only is in control, but also is going to…and cares about them and cares
about the lesson.
I think, also, knowing how to write a good lesson plan and how to…the beginning,
middle, and end, and how to be strategic about your lesson plans will really help you get
great results with your students.
And also, another thing that young teachers, I think, struggle with, new teachers, is not
being afraid to get involved with students, you know, outside of the classroom, or be
involved with the families of your students and feeling comfortable and understanding
the value of calling parents and talking to them, and being in communication with the
student’s family is really going to help you get students involved and make you feel like
you care, and also hold them accountable.
And assessing students well; assessing them on what you taught them and planning
backwards; just kind of seeing where you want to go by the end of the year, knowing
kind of what you are aiming for so that you can create your lessons with a goal in mind,
rather than just coming in and teaching a lesson and then kind of deciding what to teach
next.
So I think pre-planning your lessons at the beginning of the year is a really huge strategy
that helps you kinda stay on point and make reasonable lessons throughout the year.
Kate: OK. Thank you.
Respondent: You’re welcome.
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Participant #8:
Kate: OK. So what is your philosophy of teaching?
Respondent: My philosophy of teaching. Is there a certain number of words or sentences
or anything?
Kate: No, just whatever you…
Respondent: You can just cut me off when I start rambling. I basically approach teaching
thinking that all kids want to learn and that all kids can learn. But if a student is not
successful, then it’s because either I haven’t done a good job of investing them in the fact
that they can learn or investing them in the fact that they want to learn.
So I guess that’s kind of where my philosophy starts. From there, I mean I usually put
everything into those two buckets. Like, if a student is successful, then what’s
contributed to that success? What’s making them invested in their learning and what’s
allowing them to be successful at it? And if they’re not, then what do I need to do to
that?
So I guess as far as a philosophy goes, I think all responsibility falls on the teacher. From
there, I feel like if the teacher takes ownership of what’s going on in his or her classroom,
then it’s a lot easier to make changes in the way you teach, and be solution oriented, and
come up with things that actually work instead of just beating something over their head
for a full year and then wondering why it doesn’t pan out the way you want it to.
So, yeah, I mean that’s kind of what my philosophy on teaching is. If it’s working it’s
because what the teacher’s doing. If it’s not, then it’s because what the teacher is doing.
Kate: OK. If you would just quickly kinda go back on your day—when you get here,
when you leave, classes, that type of thing.
Respondent: Yeah. So this has been kind of developed over a few years of teaching, but
what I’ve found to be successful so far this year, and last year also, is that I stay…So I
get to school, actually, no earlier than I have to. Like, I basically get here at 7:10; we’re
supposed to be here at 7:10.
When I walk in, everything is entirely ready. All my copies are made and I replace my
PowerPoint. All I need to really do is hit power on my computer and I’m ready to teach.
I don’t like to come in and have anything to do at all, partly because I end up doing things
that are not a good use of time if I come in early and I don’t use my time very effectively.
And then, secondly, it stresses me out and then I’m kind of like off before I even start.
So I stay really late here, mostly because I know that a good day for me depends on my
preparedness. So I get here at about 7:10. I would say I leave no earlier than 7:30 every
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night. So I’m here at least 12 hours a day. I’ve been here as late as midnight some
nights. And then, you know, if I have an arrangement or something, I’ll leave right at
7:30.
But generally, I would say, like, if the kids leave at 5:15 and I tutor or I don’t, or if I have
a meeting or whatever, generally speaking, it will take me about 90 minutes to prepare
for the next day and kind of reflect on the same day.
Kate: How many classes do you teach in a day?
Respondent: I teach four classes. So it’s homeroom, and then I teach two classes, then
I’m on lunch duty, then I have this period off, then I have a class, and then I have…the
kids have performing arts or PE. And so, during that time I eat.
So I tutor one day. We have a team meeting one day. And then I have two days of
planning. And then Fridays it’s always different depending on what’s going on. And
then I teach my last class, which is from 3:30 to 5:00. And then we dismiss. And I tutor
twice a week from 5:15-6:00.
Kate: OK. How long are the class periods?
Respondent: 80 minutes. All classes here are 80 minutes.
Kate: OK. And everybody takes performing arts or PE?
Respondent: Yes. They take both, actually. So they do performing arts Monday,
Wednesday, Friday, PE on Tuesdays and Thursdays.
Kate: OK. So do you have a remediation part of the day? Is that kind of the afternoon or
is it all…?
Respondent: No, we don’t. And that’s something that I think our school is thinking
about and has tried in the past, but I don’t think they’ve done a very effective job so far of
really implementing something that’s consistent and that is kind of uniform.
So we have tutoring during the day. Like, we’ll do tutoring during that PE/performing
arts block, but it’s not so much…I guess you’d call it remediation. I feel like we still
have a while to go in terms of like, one, prepping for that block, like what does that block
really look like? And then, secondly, who are we tutoring and why, and then how are we
teaching it?
So I think there’s still a lot of work to do around it. But technically speaking, yes, we do
do some tutoring during that time.
Kate: So your class is leveled by ability during the day?
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Respondent: Not very much so. There is some intentionality around…kids who have
IUP’s are in the same room. And that’s more for, like, just logistics than anything else.
It’s because we only have one special-ed teacher for the whole school. It’s easier for her
to get to certain classes at certain times.
And then, we did kind of like a very rough assessment during summer school of some
academic levels and put some kids in certain places that we felt like would work well
together. But generally speaking, they are pretty mixed up.
Kate: OK. Do you think that having more instructional time with students helps to raise
student achievement?
Respondent: More than what I have now or just more in general?
Kate: More than a traditional school.
Respondent: Yes, with the condition that it’s used properly. I don’t think time…time
does not equal achievement. Time spent well can equal achievement, I think. What that
time looks like, I think, can look very different from school to school, or even from kid to
kid. But yeah, I think given the reality that our kids are so far behind, we need some
extra time to catch them up.
Kate: On average, how many grade levels below are most of your students?
Respondent: I think we averaged out on the fall math assessment at about beginning to
middle third grade, so about two years behind. There are some, obviously, who are
reading on a K level, some who came in on a seventh grade level. So we run the gamut,
but I think we average about third grade.
Kate: OK. Suppose I am a new teacher. What would you say are the most important
elements in a successful lesson and why?
Respondent: OK. There’s a few things. I would say one is your…I don’t like using the
TFA jargon, but I would say definitely do you know what you are teaching? How
specific are you around exactly what students need to be able to do by the end of the
lesson? Call it objectives, call it your aims, your purpose, whatever it is.
So, a lot of clarity around exactly what students need to be able to leave your class
knowing how to do or knowing what to do or how to say it.
I would say alignment throughout the lesson. So, is every single thing that’s happening
driving towards that end goal, and have you scaffolded it properly so that the
responsibility for student learning is eventually falling on them by the end of the lesson?
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Is the teacher able to gauge throughout the entire lesson exactly what students know at all
times? So like, are you doing effective checks for understanding? Are you assessing at
the end of the lesson properly? Are you asking kids questions that hit on the really
important piece of information that you need from them?
We’re talking strictly in terms of the lesson?
Kate: Yes.
Respondent: And then, lastly, I would say just the rigor as well. Are you pushing kids to
the extent that they really need to be pushed? Are you asking for them to get to the place
where they need to be, or are you just asking them to kinda do average stuff? So being
able to really push kids to the extent that they need to be pushed.
Kate: OK. Please explain what you focus on when you are planning your instructional
time.
Respondent: A lot of those things are on the forefront of my mind. I have kind of like a
unique thing where I have a weekly focus for myself. And so, that’s not necessarily
academics, but it can be sometimes. So, sometimes, for instance, like last week I was
working on meaningful text for understanding. So that will be kinda something that I
focus on in my planning, is where in this lesson am I doing my check for understanding?
Who am I going to ask? What am I going to ask them? What do I expect them to say?
What am I going to say if they say this?
So I’ll kind of like really try to focus on an area. I’ve found that if I try to think too
broadly about certain things that I don’t end up really improving a certain area. So I try
to be really specific about that. There are weeks when I’ll think about, like, how do I
know that kids are listening to each other? How many times will I ask a kid to repeat
what the kid before them said, and what will I do if they have expectations around that?
But pretty much week to week I consistently think about exactly what do I need kids to
know by the end of the week? How am I going to get them to do that? Is everything I’m
doing driving towards those results?
Kate: So do you start with a specific objective or an SPI when you…?
Respondent: Yeah. I mean I did my long term plan at the beginning of the year so that
by the time the T-CAP comes we’ve covered everything, plus three weeks for review.
And then my unit plans are broken down by SPI’s, kinda grouped together. And then
those unit plans are broken down by objectives, or we call them “aims” here, daily.
I know that this week we are doing potential kinetic energy, then we’re moving into
conduction radiation, and then from there we’re moving into…So it’s all in my head, and
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then, basically, all I have to do week to week is kinda plug in the actual meat of the
lesson.
Kate: OK. What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning and
instructional strategies?
Respondent: It’s probably the most important thing that goes in…more so in the
planning than the instructional strategies themselves, although I think I could really use
some improvement in that area. But data means everything…I mean this board here
really drives what I do. So the homework percentages and the 45 and up, those are
like…the homework, obviously, [xx 9:38].
I use those numbers to really drive my approaches with individual classes. So, for
instance, last week there was one class that had a 60 quiz average. And so, like, I’m
looking at their quizzes very individually, looking at what answers did they put for
certain things, what would the misconceptions be?
I have like a big spreadsheet for the “do nows”. I recycle certain things back in really
regularly, like, literally every day of things that I know specifically certain classes need to
work on. So, like, on the “do now” there will be like, “This question is for the homeroom
of Miami. This question is for the homeroom of Memphis.” So it’s differentiated that
way. Same thing with the homework.
As far as our benchmark scores go, the data from that is really useful too. All these
tutoring groups are formed by the analysis of that data from the benchmark. And then I
go through…the stars are referring to which questions they got wrong and what answers
they put. And then, like, the red underneath is basically saying what the major
misconceptions were, how I’m supposed to reteach it, and then those groups are by day.
Kate: So you do this every day?
Respondent: No, no. I do that only for the…I do that six times a year. It’s a six week
plan. So every six weeks they’ll be taking another unit test, and I make a new…But
that’s every week; all that data analysis is every week. This is every six weeks. And then
every quiz, yeah, if it’s like something like an anomaly, like a 60 average, then I’ll do
some more investigation with that too.
Kate: Do you do assessments…how often do you do assessments?
Respondent: We’re supposed to assess once a week, which I think is a little bit…it’s on
the side of often. [laughs] So, a lot of mine are quite short. My weekly quizzes
sometimes will be as few as like five questions or maybe eight questions.
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So yeah, for better or worse, we assess often. And it’s hard for me to keep up with the
data that comes from all that, so that’s why I can’t do those types of lists every week,
because it’s just too much information. But yeah, we assess every week.
Kate: Do you use any sort of standardized assessment programs?
Respondent: Yeah, we do as a school and I do personally. Not that often, because I am a
believer that if we teach well then we don’t have to rely so heavily on specific types of
questions or whatever. Yeah, so we use the T-CAP stuff that’s online, all that practice
stuff that they give us. Then we use Limelight, like the Pearson Limelight. We do stuff
from that.
The other departments have more programs. But for science that’s all I really have
access to. Study Island, I guess, sometimes. But really, not that much.
I use it more for just kinda getting a sense of what exact facts need to be taught more so
than the actual questions themselves. I’ll go through even at the beginning of a week and
just go through like, OK, what type of questions are they probably going to see? I don’t
even really ask them as they are, but I’ll just get that in my head about what they are
going to be seeing so I’m not teaching something that they don’t need.
Kate: OK. What do you believe makes you and your school successful or unsuccessful?
Respondent: I’ll speak about both, because I think that sometimes I’m critical,
sometimes I’m not. I think what makes me successful on certain days is my willingness
to seek and implement feedback, and then just being reflective. I’ve found that to be the
best way for me to improve, is just getting people in here to give me feedback and then
using what they say as really valid data. And then I’ll also just continuously…I mean I
would say between 7:00 and 7:00 not a moment goes by when I’m not thinking, “What
did I just do there.” I’m always thinking about what I just did and if it was right or not.
And if not, then, like, how to make it better.
Last year, I wouldn’t say I was a really great teacher last year. I’m not a great teacher
this year, but I was particularly not good last year. I had to make some really serious
changes. I think it just mostly came from reflecting on what do I really want in my
classroom to happen and how am I going to get that to happen?
Kate: What changes? Just give me an example.
Respondent: As simple things as structures. There were so many structures missing from
my class last year that really could have saved a lot of management issues. Even so much
as that, right? So, last year I was handing out papers throughout the class, and that’s
downtime for kids. There’s no reason why I should have to hand out papers during class.
So our structure this year is like kids know exactly what to pick up when. I never hand
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out a single thing in the class. I have kids who hand out those on Mondays. That’s the
only time kids get papers back is on Mondays when the “do now” is extra long, so they
have extra work to be doing while the kids give the stuff back.
There’s never a transition in this room ever, because they have everything on their desks
that they need, and all they need is to take one paper off and put it on the bottom of the
pile, and then the next thing is what they need.
So there’s never any downtime in the class. That was just something that I decided
would make my class easier. So, just as an example.
As far as what makes me unsuccessful, I would say that sometimes…like, sometimes I’m
just not very positive, and it kills me, and it kills them too. If I’m not positive, it’s game
over. If I’m not looking to empower kids and encourage them and excite them, then it’s
game over. I know if I’m not excited about what I’m teaching, they’re not going to be
excited about learning it. I know when they are not excited they are not invested. I know
when they are not invested they are going to begin to have management issues or they’re
just not going to perform quality work.
I get to become unsuccessful, I think, when I’m unprepared; when I show up and just
hope things will work out. [laughs] It’s probably not going to happen. And I would say
that I become unsuccessful when I’m not thinking clearly when I make choices. So, like,
if something happens and I respond to it in a way that’s not effective, and that kind of
like domino effects, I think that it’s usually because I didn’t take the moment to say,
“What do I want to happen here and how am I going to arrive at that?”
I’m not just talking about management, but with academics too. If kids are not scoring
well, then, like, sometimes I react in a way that’s…not to the kids, necessarily, but like in
my head I react in a way that’s not productive. So, I think sometimes that can just wear
people down emotionally, myself included.
Kate: OK. Going back to successes quickly, can you give me an idea of some strategies
that you think you do really well? Like, if another teacher came and said, “I need one
great strategy,” what would you…?
Respondent: Are you talking academically?
Kate: Yes.
Respondent: So, something I think I do well is the idea of students doing the heavy
lifting. I really try to limit the amount of time I talk and focus every single lesson I teach
on, like, how are kids going to discover this knowledge for themselves and how are they
going to own it on their own? So I think what you’d see if you were come observe is just
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like very little of me just feeding them information. It’s very much about like how am I
going to get kids to discover this today?
Kate: How do you do that?
Respondent: Let’s see, so what am I doing today? Well, it’s review today. So yesterday
with kinetic energy…I’ll go back a bit. So we did force, mass, and acceleration last week.
The demo we did was just like we had two boxes. One was really massive, one was very
light. Then I had the kids, without knowing which one was more massive, like I didn’t
tell the kids in advance they weren’t the same. They raced them around the room. Then
we just had a conversation about like, OK, what happened? So then we’d begin to have a
discussion. Then I just applied the vocabulary to it, like, “Oh, so his force was the same
as his force. But the mass of the boxes were different.” So then we began to plug
information in.
So I tend to try to structure my lessons, like we see it first or we do it first, we get the idea
in our head first, and then I really just fill in the blanks on like, “OK, this is called this in
science and that’s what that means, and here’s how it connect to everything else.”
So, I do that pretty..I mean probably at least three out of the five days a week we’ll do
some kind of demo at the beginning, or the kids will do some kind of lab where they’re
seeing it first, getting some of their own assumptions on it, and then I just kinda put the
pieces together.
Kate: OK. Suppose it is my first year teaching. What specific strategies would you
advise me to incorporate in my lessons specifically to raise student achievements?
Respondent: I think that a big error that someone can make as a first year teacher is just
really not knowing what kids know before they move on. So, whether that’s through
having better assessments and doing them in a way that allows you to get more data more
readily, or doing better checks for understanding, or encouraging more group work where
you can monitor the conversations. I feel like it’s too often the case where teachers are
just kinda bowling through material and then we’re surprised at the end of the year when
kids don’t do well. It’s like, “Well, were they doing well all year?” We really don’t
know.
So I would say, yeah, definitely including things that allow you to gauge exactly where
students are.
Kate: So you’d say the planning is, in ways, more important than the execution?
Respondent: That’s a tough…I mean I guess I don’t have a super-strong opinion. I guess
today I would feel they are kind of equal in that one…I mean I feel like you can’t really
do one well without the other. One will be neutralized by the other.
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My thought is that people probably have skills sets that either let themselves be better
planners or better at executing. So, seeing how to leverage those strengths to bring those
into the other area. If someone is a really good planner but then they can’t execute, I’m
thinking, “OK, that’s something we can work on.” But with the planning, I feel like
that’s something that happens more on your own and often relates to just either a
knowledge gap or a skills gap.
Kate: OK. Those are all my questions. Do you have anything you’d like to add?
Respondent: No.
Participant #9:
Kate: What is your philosophy of teaching?
Respondent: I think that every single kid can learn. And no matter where they’re starting
off the year…I teach Math, so wherever they start off, by the end of the year they can all
be at the same point. The best way to instruct is to teach at grade level and to teach
above grade level whenever possible so that they are being challenged to think, because I
can just see that the mind is growing as they do harder problems and are challenged to
think more.
A lot of times, all of the spiraling skills that they struggle with at the beginning of the
year, by the end of the year are things that are no longer part of their achievement gap.
Kate: Would you just quickly explain kind of your day when you get here—when you
leave, how long your classes are?
Respondent: I get here at 7:20 and I usually leave around seven o’clock. I teach hour
and a half long classes in the morning, two of them, so I teach three hours. I have an hour
and a half planning and then 30 minutes lunch. Then I teach another hour and a half.
Then I have another hour long planning. And then I teach another hour of focus.
Kate: What is focus?
Respondent: Focus is extra instruction that is targeted for what students specifically need.
So I have small groups, around 10-15, that are getting small group instruction and
targeted instruction on what they need if they are ability grouped.
Kate: OK. Are your regular classes ability grouped?
Kate: Kind of. There is a mixed genders class that is generally the higher level students,
and then there is an all boys and all girls class that are kind of a mix, but mostly medium
and lower level students.
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Kate: Do you see the same group every day?
Respondent: Yes.
Kate: For focus too?
Respondent: For focus I see a different group every day, except Monday and Wednesday
I generally see the same kids.
Kate: OK. Do you think that having more instructional time with students helps to raise
student achievement? Why or why not?
Respondent: Yes. I think that having extra time is definitely beneficial. I have 90
minutes where the other classes have 30 minutes. I simply could not do all the spiraling
that needs to happen and the time that needs to be taken in order to dig deeper, especially
since when they are coming from being really, really behind, it just takes them longer to
work out the same amount of stuff.
So that speed comes from practice. And if I didn’t have more instructional time, they
would not be able to get that practice in and would not be set up for success.
Kate: On average, how many grade levels behind are your students when they come to
you?
Respondent: When they come to me, probably three or four years.
Kate: When you say “spiraling”, what do you mean by that?
Respondent: I mean including smaller skills while teaching bigger skills. So, when I’m
teaching systems of equations, it starts off with reviewing how to solve an equation since
there’s kids who will not remember how to do that or will have not mastered it previously
in their year or in their curriculum.
Kate: OK. Suppose I am a new teacher. What would you say are the most important
elements in a successful lesson and why?
Respondent: Successful elements of a lesson…
Kate: Parts of your lesson…
Respondent: I would say that every single part is very, very important. I guess I’ll just
walk through what I’m doing. “Do now” is always like bringing in either previous skills
or bringing in things that are important to the lesson for the day. I try to make it
something that kids can do without having to ask me for help; they can do it
independently.

198

We check the “do now” so they get immediate feedback, and then I move into like the
opening of the lesson to introduce why it’s important to start the convincing and the
investment in that specific day’s and connecting it to why it is important from things
we’ve done before, why it’s going to be important in the future.
Going to the lesson, I try to make each day different. I think that helps the kids out a lot,
just doing something a little bit different each day so that they feel there is some variety,
but it also, still, the same kind of routine. The beginning is usually me talking with them
talking, and then some kind of student-centered piece where they are working together on
problems. So the first part of class, learning new material is a combination of me with
direct instruction and them working and teaching each other so that by the time they get
to their independent practice, they are able to do the stuff by themselves.
I would say that by the end, get to an exit ticket and have homework in order to reinforce
what we did during the day.
Kate: OK. Please explain what you focus on when you are planning your instructional
time.
Respondent: Like for each day?
Kate: Yeah, so when you sit down to plan, what do you think?
Respondent: I’m thinking about how they are going to be engaged, because for math it’s
really, really hard to get them invested in what we’re doing. So I try to think about
anything I can possibly do to make it more interesting and more entertaining, or make it
connect to something bigger.
So, for like today we did something with the ACT, and really, I could see in the class
today that that gave an extra boost to some rather boring problems that would normally
not be something interesting, because the kids are excited to be doing something that’s on
a 10th and 11th grade level work, and it actually is from the ACT, so there are questions
that are preparing them.
So, the level of rigor and scaffolding to make sure that I’m brining things from past
lessons in and bringing things in from lessons that they are going to need in order to be
successful during that day.
Kate: OK. What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning and
instructional strategies?
Respondent: I would say it’s pretty relevant and I use it all the time. I quiz on a weekly
basis and analyze those results to know what I need to do in the next week. And then on
a daily level, give exit tickets or give small quizzes, or do checks for understanding and
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track how people are responding to those questions so that I know where I need to target,
where the best use of my time is, the instructor is, when I am not doing direct instruction,
where I need to focus myself in the room.
My kids are all seated by their mastery scores, so they are seated in groups of four, and
they are actually homogenous grouping so that they highest kids are all together and the
lowest kids are all together, because I’ve found that the kids who are all at the high level
can push each other to go much farther. And so, it allows for a very, very high
differentiation, but it also decreases frustration for students because they are all talking to
each other in the same way. They all are able to…they are all confused at the same time,
and so, they don’t get frustrated and they don’t even realize that tables, other places in the
room, are finished 10 minutes ago because they are focused on doing their work. And it
allows me to use my time much better because I know where I need to be in the room.
Kate: Do you all do, at your school, any sort of assessments that the whole school does
on a regular basis?
Respondent: Yep. And we use the A-NET, the Achievement Network, to do quarterly
testing, which gives us data for progress towards the T-CAP, the state test in Tennessee.
We analyze that data on a day-to-day in order to see what instructional methods have
been working the best with specific topics and what we need to do in the next...the
coming weeks, the coming months before the next round of testing.
Kate: OK. What do you believe makes you and your school successful or unsuccessful?
Respondent: I think that the strategic way that we approach the education with using data
driven instruction and really focusing lesson plans in on being…to really meet student
needs and student interest helps a lot with the academic gains.
I think on a school wide, we have a really, really strong culture of achievement, which
pushes the entire school to be better; the teachers want to be better, the students want to
be better. It is cool to be smart. It is looked down upon if you are not making A’s and
B’s. And it is a much better environment for learning than the school I went to. I know
that it is a much better environment than the other schools in Memphis.
Kate: What would be something you would say you are really successful at in your
classroom?
Respondent: I would say using data to strategically make decisions, because at any given
point I know what the best use of my time is and I know what the best use of their time is.
I know where all my kids are at and they know where they’re at so that there’s never a
question of where they stand in math. They know if they are not doing well and they
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know why. I know if they are not doing well and I know why as well. And their parents
do because I use the data to communicate with them.
Kate: Do you actually talk to the parents and let them know where their students stand?
Respondent: Mm-hmm.
Kate: OK. Suppose it is my first year of teaching. What specific strategies would you
advise me to incorporate into my lessons to raise student achievement?
Respondent: I would say that regularly using some of the Teach like a Champion
techniques, cold calling, and the other checks for understanding’s that they suggest are
really effective because it can be a small thing that you incorporate on a daily basis in any
content area, and you will see student engagement change, and you also will be able to
see if what you are doing, especially if it’s your first year teaching and you’re not sure the
best method, you will be able to see on the spot whether things are working if you do an
excellent job checking for understanding.
Kate: OK. If a teacher comes to you struggling, just sort of in general, and you don’t
really know what they’re struggling in, what would be the one thing you would tell them
to fix first or look at first or improve on first?
Respondent: I would say the relationships with students, a lot of times, can be a huge
factor, especially in an inner-city school. If you have good relationships with the kids
and you approach them with respect and with humility, and if you have a good tone with
the class, that can be the most important thing.
If you walk in and you have a tone that’s authoritative, that is important. But if you walk
in with a tone that is derogatory or a tone that is negative and you aren’t…and the kids
see it as confrontational, then they are going to respond the same way. I think once you
yell at kids or if you do anything to provoke them, they are going to respond and they are
not going to show you their respect. So if you don’t show them respect at any point, they
feel like it’s open door to respond the same way.
That’s where I’ve seen a lot of behavior issues in the past, is just where when the teacher
is calm, the kids are calm. When the teacher is not calm, then the kids are going to
respond in the same way.
Kate: OK. Thank you.
Participant #10:
Kate: OK. What is your philosophy of teaching?
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Respondent: My philosophy of teaching is that every student has the abilities to succeed,
and therefore, they should have the chance to be taught how to succeed. I think that a lot
of times what we see is that students, number one, either don’t know they can succeed or,
number two, don’t know how to succeed. So I think that that’s what the classroom is for
and, especially in urban education, that’s what we’re here for, is that showing students
one or both of those factors. Number one, you can and this is how you do it.
And I think being in the classroom has just exposed me to a lot more of the real factor of
what that looks like, because it looks different for every single child. But the outcome
can always be the same.
Kate: OK. Could you just tell me a little bit about how your day is structured—when
you get here, when you leave, how long are your classes, how many do you teach?
Respondent: Yeah. So I teach 6th grade reading. And so, I get here usually between 6:45
and 7:00. And then I teach four classes in a row. I have a homeroom and then I teach
four one hour classes in a row. And then I have a lunch and then an hour and a half
planning, and then I teach PE, and then I have a homeroom at the end of the day.
So usually, I have some type of activity after school. So, I have debate practice twice a
week until seven. So I usually leave at 7:15. The days when I don’t have debate I get to
cover homework club on one of those days, so I stay until 5:30, maybe 5:45. And then
one of the days I choose to leave early, and so I leave about 5:00. [laughs]
Kate: Good! In the afternoons, do you all have any sort of remediation time?
Respondent: Mm-hmm.
Kate: So that’s after PE?
Respondent: Well, so what we do is the 6th grade teachers teach PE two days a week.
And so, the days when the boys have PE, I pull out a group of between three and five
boys and do remedial reading tutoring. So we read like a leveled text that’s usually
around 3rd grade reading level, discuss it at practice reading strategies, and then they take
a little quiz so we can see how we’re doing. And we track it on…each kid has a little
tracker.
Kate: OK. So you said girls and boys. Are they split into groups all day?
Respondent: Yes, they are. So the 6th grade is…they are gender specific, so we have two
girl classes, two boy classes.
Kate: OK. So they’re not leveled by ability at all?
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Respondent: No. I think it worked out that all of our IEP girls are in the same
classroom, and most of the IEP boys are in the same classroom. So that just worked out
for convenience sake. But they’re not leveled in any way.
Kate: OK. Do you think that having more instructional time with students helps to raise
student achievement, why or why not?
Respondent: I think yes, I do believe that, but there definitely is a limit. There’s
a…what’s it called in economics where you have your…you reach a peak and then…the
law of diminishing marginal, something like that.
So, to me, if you are using your time well, you should be able to maximize an hour or an
hour and a half of time. Beyond that, then the kids check out and they’re bored; it’s just
too much stimulation.
However, that being said, I think that when a student is far behind, I definitely, definitely
know that they need more time and they need more intentional time with their teacher.
For instance, the kids that I have that are three or four grade levels behind, I strongly
encourage their parents to bring them after school so they can get tutoring in a small
group so they can only have two or three other boys who are all at their same level that
they’re reading with, and they’re actually getting one-on-one attention from their teacher.
And so, that’s when I think that extra time really helps, is like the more personal time a
kid can get with their teacher.
Kate: OK. Suppose I am a new teacher. What would you say are the most important
elements in a successful lesson and why?
Respondent: Hmm. Well, I think number one, in order to be successful in the classroom
you have to have confidence in yourself and you have to be able to present yourself as
competent. Even if you really don’t know exactly what you are doing, you have to just
pretend. Like, you fake it till you make it. Because nobody is going to learn anything if
they don’t buy in to you as the teacher.
Once you can get past the confidence issue, I think you have to be able to tell the kids
what they’re going to be learning, reinforcing what they’re learning, and then knowing
what they did learn. So kinda tell them, “This is what we’re going to be doing today…”
So this is the objective. “We’re going to practice analogies today.” And then given them
lots, and lots, and lots of modeling practice.
For instance, like when we do vocabulary, when we learn a new word, we don’t just do
the definition and move on. But I will write like three or four sentences using that word,
just so they can understand exactly, “OK, this is, number one, how you use the word.
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Number two, this is how you would use the word in a sentence and this is how you would
write a good sentence using a vocabulary word, like context clues or whatever.”
So I think a huge thing is modeling exactly what you want to see them do. I didn’t really
believe that at first. I used to have this really hippy philosophy of the kids come to their
own learning. But they have to know exactly what you want to see.
And then, being able to assess it in some way. Being able to see, “OK, this is what they
did, pick up from it, so then tomorrow we can either reinforce what we did today and
relearn it, or we can move on to something a little bit more difficult.”
Kate: OK. Please explain what you focus on when you are planning your instructional
time.
Respondent: What do you mean what I focus on?
Kate: So, like if you were going to sit down and start planning your lesson for Monday,
what is the first thing you focus on when you begin, and then where do you kinda go
from there?
Respondent: I focus on the big skill. Like, the way that I teach it, I assume that it’s
going to take at least two weeks to learn any skill. [laughs] And so, that whole week, in
my mind I’ll just be like, “OK, I’m going to teach author’s purpose this week, every
single day.”
And so, for me it works out nicely to think a week at a glance, so then I can think, “OK,
Monday we’re going to do a full lesson on author’s purpose. Tuesday we’re going to
work it into their vocabulary. Wednesday we are going to do a warm-up. Thursday we
are going to do like a reading passage or something like that.”
And so, the big focus is what skill are we working on this week or what skill are we
learning this week? And then, after I know what the skill is, then I look for resources of,
“This is how you are going to be assessed with it…” Like, I know that this is the
assessment that I have to use, so how can I model that assessment for all of the different
activities that we do that week?
Because what I’ve found is that if I don’t model what the assessment looks like, even if
the kids know what it is, they completely mess up on the assessment, and then it’s really
not fair, because they know the skill, but they don’t know how to show they know it on
that type of assessment.
Kate: OK. What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning and
instructional strategies?
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Respondent: It plays everything. It plays everything. Especially on those power skills or
the things that are going to be…I know they are going to be assessed on the T-CAP. I
know they are going to be used all the time. If, for instance, like, if their
homework…you know, the average is like a 50%, we gotta keep working on it. However,
if the average is 90%, then I know that we can go onto something a little bit harder.
So, usually what the assessment tells me is the level of rigor that I need to put the kids at,
if that makes sense. If they are really not understanding it, then I have to go down a little
bit. But if they are really understanding it and doing it well, then I need to push them a
little bit harder.
Kate: How often do you assess in your class?
Respondent: We assess weekly. So, every single week they have a quiz over a skill.
And usually, I only do one skill a week, because it’s just easier to assess and it’s easier to
get them prepared for it. And then I look at that data and I say, “Oh man, we did really,
really well on author’s purpose,” or, “Boy, we need to work on analogies again.”
Kate: Do you ever kinda go over the data with other teachers or your team or anything,
or is it kind just contained in your classroom?
Respondent: Yeah. I’m probably the [laughs] person on my team that looks at the data
the most, because it makes me the most stressed out. But I am always talking about data
with them and saying, “OK, this student really struggles at reading, or this student
struggles in my class. How is he doing in your class?’ That helps me know is it the type
of learning that we do in class.
So, for instance, there was a student who was doing really poorly in my class but really
rocking it out in Ms. Harold’s [sp] class. And so, I, you know, kinda compared…she
does a lot of PowerPoint’s and videos and things like that, and they take really specific
notes. In my class, we do lots of different things, but it’s rarely ever, “This is the specific
thing that you need to know.”
So that helps me reflect and say, “OK, if I want this student to be doing well, this is kind
of how I need to be teaching them.” Or, “Maybe she does a classroom management
strategy that I don’t do. Maybe she is a lot more positive than I am,” which could
definitely be the case that she gives more positive praise, so I need to be doing that more
or something.
So I think that the data, you can use it just to compare and see…I mean some kids are
going to be stronger in science than they are in reading and vice versa. But sometimes it
really illustrates the things that I need to be doing differently so that more of my kids can
be successful.
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Kate: OK. What do you believe makes you and your school successful or unsuccessful?
Respondent: Well, I guess I’ll start off with myself. I think that one of my biggest
strengths really is a sense of joy factor and a sense of just like confidence. I really, really
do believe so much comes down to confidence. So much comes down to your kids
believing that what you have to say is the case or is important, and like believing that the
classroom is a safe environment.
I think that when kids feel welcomed and they feel like they are excited about learning in
your class, then they are going to be learning more. And especially in a reading class
where every single child comes in behind. It’s so imperative that they want to be in a
reading class so they don’t dread coming to reading every day, because a lot of kids hate
reading.
So that’s something that I think makes me successful. And then, honestly, just being
reflective. I ask a lot of people for advice: “How do you do this? How did you do this
and it worked? How did you do it and it didn’t work?” And, like, by their standard, kind
of reflect on myself and keep growing, and throw out things that don’t work, and keep
perfecting things that do work.
Something that I think makes our school successful…well, several things. I think,
number one, we have really, really high standards for behavior and for academics. We
never leave them behind; like, we never forego those expectations. They are engrained in
our system.
And I think that’s really important so that no child thinks that they can get around the
system and no parent thinks they can get around the system. I think that’s really
important. I think that we have, honestly, I really do think that we have really, really
strong administrators who support teachers and who believe that their teachers are doing
the right thing, and do everything to communicate that to them.
I mean I know friends how work at schools where their administrators just like don’t trust
the teachers, and the teachers are invalidated all the time. And I think it’s important that I
know that if I have a difficulty with a parent, like I know that Mr. Upchurch or Mr.
Daniels is absolutely going to be supporting me before they support the child, regardless
of the situation, because they believe that I am doing the right thing.
And I think that when the administration is very supportive and helpful of the teachers
and really strong, that’s what makes the teacher strong. Because otherwise, teachers just
feel crushed by everything. And so I think that that’s…I really think that our school is
strong because of our strong administrative team.
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Kate: So if I was to ask you…well, I’m going to ask you…what part of your lesson do
you think that you’re the best at executing? What would you say?
Respondent: Hmm. That’s a good question.
Kate: If you kinda just look at it broken down by open-aim/do now…
Respondent: Yeah, I would definitely say, like, guided practice is mostly what we do,
mostly because I’m not necessarily that strong at independent practice. But I like…I
don’t know. I strongly, strongly believe that if I know that a child is not getting it from
the introduction to new material, then we’ve just got to spend a whole lot of time in
guided practice. And I have to show them like 25 examples exactly what I want it to look
like, even if that means the whole class has gotta practice. Then the next day they can do
more independent practice.
But if every single child does not know what I’m looking for, then we can’t move on.
It’s just not going to happen. And I don’t think that that happens, necessarily, in
independent practice. I mean I can go and work individually with a kid, but if there are
seven kids that don’t know what’s going on…It’s important to have more guided
practice.
And in a reading class, a lot of times when you are reading a play or reading a story, it’s
guided practice, right? It’s like, “We have to read Taming of the Shrew today.” It’s
going to be awesome and the kids are going to be into it, but that means that probably not
going to do 20 minutes [laughs] of guided practice.
So, I think that I have guided practice down well. I think that getting independent
practice probably needs to be something I improve on.
Kate: OK. Suppose it is my first year teaching. What specific strategies would you
advise me to incorporate into my lessons to raise student achievement?
Respondent: For reading?
Kate: Yeah.
Respondent: Definitely, number one, first day you have to be doing things with
vocabulary. So it’s not a specific strategy, I guess, but the biggest thing is that our kids
don’t know words, period. And if they don’t know words, they will not do well on the
test. Even if they know the skill, like they know what a main idea is, but they don’t know
a word in the answer choice, they are going to get it wrong.
So incorporate vocabulary. Incorporate ways to scaffold it into just a regular lesson or
doing the warm-up. And then I think…well, it’s not really a strategy, but just modeling
and saying, “This is what I want this analogy to look like. This is what I need this
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cause/effect relationship to look like. This is…just, this is exactly how you do this.”
And not being esoteric or letting the children…I don’t even remember…like, just come to
their own conclusions, but just show them exactly what you want.
Kate: OK. Do you have anything you wanted to add or go back about?
Respondent: I don’t think so.
Participant #11:
Kate: OK. What is your philosophy of teaching?
Respondent: The reason I teach is, number one, I enjoy working with young people. It’s
just something that I’ve always found enjoyable. It makes me want to get up in the
morning to get to school to be with my students to…you know, it’s important for them to
grow academically, but I find the most joy in just watching them grow as people,
especially in the middle school, because in the 7th grade you have students that…it’s just
sort of that transitional year because they don’t know if they want to still be babies or
they want to be treated like a young adult. And to see them come in and just mature so
much over that one school year is just something that I really like.
So my philosophy is just spend time with the young people and try to make an impact on
their life in that year that you have with them.
Kate: OK. Can you just briefly tell me what a day is like for you—what time you get
here, what time you leave?
Respondent: I normally get to school around 6:45; between 6:30 and 6:45 and stay until,
generally, 5:00, some days a little later depending on homework club or anything like
that. But on a normal day I leave around five o’clock.
Kate: And what is homework club?
Respondent: Homework club is basically an afterschool program that our school has
where students that don’t turn in their homework from the night before have to stay that
next afternoon and actually complete their homework from the day before or work on
their homework for the next day. It’s sort of, I guess, not necessarily a disciplinary
measure to make sure that students do their homework, but a program to ensure that
students are working and turning their homework in on time. It’s just to, I guess, cement
the importance of homework.
Kate: How long are your class periods? You teach science?
Respondent: Yes. They are an hour.
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Kate: How many class periods do you have a day?
Respondent: I have four science class periods, a 30 minute DEAR, which is Drop
Everything And Read, class, and then a focus class in the afternoon, which we generally
use for…I either use it as an extension of my science class or as a chance to teach some
kind of remedial subject, whether it’s reading or whether we are…math, something like
that.
Kate: Do you have the same group every class period?
Respondent: I do not. For focus or for…
Kate: For focus.
Respondent: No, I have a different group every day. And that’s Monday-Thursday.
Kate: And then for your regular four class periods, are they leveled by ability or are they
just a mixture?
Respondent: They’re not leveled by ability. They are grouped by sex. So we have two
female sections and two male sections, and they are just basically put together at random.
Kate: OK. Do you think that having more instructional time with students helps to raise
student achievement?
Respondent: Without a doubt.
Kate: Why?
Respondent: You just have more time to give individual attention to students. Last year
I taught Language Arts and we taught in roughly two hour blocks. You could teach two
or three lessons in that time or you could slow it down and teach one, one and a half long
lessons and just have the time really journey independent work, to spend individual time
with students that were struggling and needed the help.
So definitely, longer class periods really, really, I think, benefit student achievement.
Kate: OK. Suppose I am a new teacher. What would you say are the most important
elements in a successful lesson and why?
Respondent: The first thing is to keep it interesting, especially in middle school. I
haven’t taught elementary school or high school, but that adolescent mind is always
wondering and can get off task very, very easily. So have an interesting lesson that really
engages the student and makes them want to learn. Keep things fast-paced so that
instruction doesn’t become stale. And then give them a good amount of time to actually
have the independent practice, because that’s where they are going to really learn, is
209

working on things on their own. You can stand up there for 50 minutes and lecture, but if
they are not practicing what you are trying to teach, then they are not going to be able to
learn the material.
Kate: OK. Would you please explain what you focus on when you are planning your
instructional time?
Respondent: Each individual student’s needs. A lot of times when I am working the
lessons for the week, I think about if it’s going to keep my highest level learners engaged
and not be too much fluff and too easy for them. And then, also, I think about my lower
level learners—if it’s going to just be over their heads.
So I try to find something in the middle ground that’s going to keep each student’s
attention and not to be challenging for my lower level learners. Now, with independent
practice I will vary the rigor of that, but just with the general instruction with introduction
of new material, I try to keep it somewhere in the middle ground where I’m not losing my
lower level students and not just boring my upper level students to death.
Kate: OK. What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning and
instructional strategies?
Respondent: Up until this year it hasn’t played a whole lot. But we have moved this
year, at our school, to really analyzing data and looking at student achievement, how
students are doing. It really has given me the opportunity to see…we’re looking at
standards and how we’re mastering standards. It gives me, I guess, the opportunity to
see, you know, if we’re testing on five or six different standards on a unit test, to say,
“Oh, great. They did well on SPI 77.1 but struggled on 77.3.” So it gives you an idea
just to see where they are really struggling.
You’ve always had that idea in the back of your head: “They’re not doing well on this.
They’re not doing that well on that.” But it gives you just a clear-cut number of who is
struggling, who isn’t, who has done well, who has achieved, who hasn’t. And it just
gives you a clearer picture of what’s going on.
Kate: Once you have that data, what do you do with it if they are struggling on it?
Respondent: I try to re-teach that lesson. I try to re-teach either the lesson, go in and
retool the way I taught it, teach it in another manner that maybe it will allow them to
master that objective a little bit better. But it gives me a way to go back into basically reteach so that they can master the objective and get to where they need to be.
Kate: Do you do regular assessments in your classroom? Or is it quarterly…?
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Respondent: We generally have a vocabulary quiz on Tuesday for the important terms
for the week. And then Friday, if not every Friday then every other Friday, we have a
weekly quiz just on the week’s lessons. And then we’ll have, maybe, some mini
assessments throughout a unit which would basically be just a test, and then a unit exam
which, of course, covers everything that we have discussed and learned over the unit.
Kate: Do you all get together in grade teams to discuss any of it, or is it maybe by
department, or do you just use it specifically for your class?
Respondent: The data?
Kate: Yeah.
Respondent: We do discuss the data as a 7th grade team some, probably not as much as
we should. But we do look at students that are struggling in math, and reading, and
science and, at times, try to draw a correlation to the numbers and why they are
struggling and see if we can figure out if it fits into a big picture why they are struggling,
or if it’s just on a per subject level.
We don’t do it as much as we should, but we have done that in the past.
Kate: OK. What do you believe makes you and your school successful or unsuccessful?
Respondent: I think that our school is successful because we have…most of the staff, if
not all the staff, is very motivated. I’ve taught at another school before where there were
just people there who were trying to get a paycheck at the end of the day.
I really think that at our school, most, if not all, of our teachers are genuinely interested in
the success of our students. And I don’t think you find that at most public schools. There
are teachers that are concerned with the success of their students, but you don’t have that
100% across the board.
So I think that makes our school very successful that we just have that focus on student
success. And I also think the teachers at our school generally just have the best interest,
inside and outside of the school, best interest of our students’ lives in the forefront of our
minds. I think that’s what makes us a strong school.
Kate: What do you think that you do specifically that makes you successful?
Respondent: Always working trying to improve my content knowledge on the subjects
that I am teaching, trying to reach out to each student and connect with them in one way
or another. Not all students are the same. It’s just like dealing with adults. You’ve got
to be able to reach out and make that connection to make them want to learn and be
engaged. And then, just always working hard. I pride myself on being on time, being
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where I’m supposed to be, and doing what I’m supposed to do. So, you know, not being
a slacker, to use a better term.
Kate: OK. Suppose it is my first year teaching. What specific strategies would you
advise me to incorporate into my lessons to raise student achievement?
Respondent: Come in with a definite plan as a first year teacher on how you want to
handle behavior in class, because that’s one thing that first year teacher seems to struggle
with. Next, always make sure that you have well-planned lessons. I know that’s a
problem that a lot of first year teachers struggle with, but the better you plan, the more
time you put into a lesson on the frontend makes it that much easier to actually pull the
lesson off in class.
Planning is everything. If you are planned and ready to go the day you teach the lesson,
it’s secondhand; you know what you are doing. It’s like riding a bicycle—you just get on
and do it.
Also, make sure, like I said earlier, that everything you have is engaging, it’s fast-paced,
and you’re not giving the students time to get bored and lose interest and not want to
learn from you.
Kate: Do you think there is a specific part of the lesson that’s the most important? Like,
the opening or the independent practice?
Respondent: I think the most important part is right there at the opening and introduction
of new material. I think both of those, because they are right at the very beginning, are
the most important, because if you’ve lost a student by the time you get to guided
practice or independent practice, then the day is over with. They are not going to want to
work when it’s time for independent practice. They may do it, but it’s halfheartedly.
They are not really engaged and giving it their best.
If you can interest them in the introduction to new material and really grab them at the
opening, they are going to want to do what they’re doing in independent practice.
They’re going to want to learn it and they’re going to want to try to master what they’re
working on.
Kate: Can you give me an example of something you’ve done to kind of hook the
students in?
Respondent: Use a lot of technology in the classroom. Kids today, it’s amazing what
they can do, or what they do with technology. When I was a student, everybody wrote on
blackboards and we took notes. If we ever saw a movie in class, it was literally from a
projector.
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Students now are exposed to things that we don’t think about. I mean a cellphone is
second nature to them. They can text and type and do things we couldn’t do. And that’s
what they’re comfortable with.
So if you can bring in things like a Smartboard or bring in things like interactive websites
where things are moving and it’s like this video game world that they are used to living
in…studies have shown that our kids don’t exercise at all anymore. They’re all using
their time just sitting in front of the TV.
If you can present material in a familiar manner, which is really with technology—what
they’re used to, then I think that kinda brings them in and gets them interested in what
you are doing. Now, I don’t mean sit there and show a movie every day in class. But
definitely, if you can find something that grabs their attention right off the bat through,
like I said, an interactive website or somewhere where they are involved and coming up
to the board on a Smartboard and touching and moving and doing things….
I use my iPad a lot with that. I’ll find apps that are science related with what we’re doing
that have a lot of moving pictures, and take notes from that. Don’t do something dull
where they’re writing on the board. Just try to engage them through technology.
It’s a hard thing to explain but an easier thing to do. I don’t know if that makes sense.
Once you get into it and start working with it, it just makes sense.
Kate: Definitely. OK. Is there anything you’d like to add?
Respondent: I can’t think of anything.
Participant #12
Kate: What is your philosophy of teaching?
Respondent: My philosophy of teaching is really centered around the fact that every
child can learn. I believe that students learn in a lot of different ways and that it’s my job
as their teacher to get the content across to the in a way that is specific to their individual
learning styles.
Kate: OK. What are the hours of your school?
Respondent: They are from 7…I get here between 7:00 and 7:20, and I leave around
6:00 most days. But the school day is from 6:30 until…I’m sorry, 7:30 in the morning
until 4:45 in the afternoon.
Kate: So would you say you have more instructional time than a traditional public
school?
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Respondent: I would say that I have more instructional time.
Kate: Do you think that having more instructional time with students helps to raise
student achievement?
Respondent: I do think so.
Kate: Why?
Respondent: Because I think the best part is that the most valuable instruction that I have
happens outside of the regular class period. It happens during tutoring. It happens during
remediation periods. It happens during homework club. All of those things are unique to
my school, and I wouldn’t have those hours in the day if I were in a traditional setting
where my kids were gone at 2:15.
Kate: What is homework club/
Respondent: Homework club is where students who do not turn in their homework, for
whatever reason, that morning have to stay an extra hour to make that up. It’s not seen as
a punishment, but as an opportunity for students to be able to stay with the rest of the
class and to keep getting their homework in to enrich their lesson without falling behind.
Kate: So are teachers able to tutor during that time?
Respondent: It’s different, I think, amongst the grades. I know a lot of times a lot of our
teachers…I teach 6th grade, and a lot of our teachers will actually hang out in homework
club to be a resource for students on days that we’re not in charge of it. So we always
have a teacher that covers homework club, and they’re in charge of the roll and making
sure students report. And then, sometimes we’ll just kinda hang out as needed support
for any kiddos that finish their homework and then want to study with us.
Kate: OK. Suppose I am a new teacher. What would you say are the most important
elements in a successful lesson, and why?
Respondent: I would say planning your lesson is the most successful. If you don’t really
have a vision for your day, then you aren’t going to get much accomplished. In my
opinion, I have seen instances where I have over planned and planned really well, and
just like the day has flown by and everybody has had a great experience, and then days
where there are gaps in my planning from gaps in my own knowledge, maybe, or just not
knowing where my children are exactly. Those are days when behavior starts to erupt
because people are lost, so then they’re off task.
So I think that is the most important thing, are strong lesson plans.
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Kate: OK. Please explain what you focus on when you are planning your instructional
time.
Respondent: I focus on breaking it up into a lesson cycle that is diverse in the fact that
there’s lots of different things to happen. I like to think about attention spans with 6th
graders. I like to keep my intro no more than, like, 10, 15 minutes. I like to have
something really creative in the beginning to hook them and to get them sparked interest
into the conversation. And then I like to give them a lot of time to practice.
Most days I like to incorporate video segments or some sort of guided reading,
sometimes partner work so they have an outlet if they are tempted to whisper, then they
can whisper constructively.
But I really like to break it up so that it’s not just 60 minutes of them taking notes from
me or them doing work by themselves.
Kate: Do you have a set lesson plan that you do that’s broken up into sections?
Respondent: Yes. I have a lesson planning template that I use with my school. Then
I’ve kind of tweaked it and made my own lesson planning template off of that. It’s still
the same school template, but it’s one that I kind of use every day for social studies.
Kate: What is it broken down into?
Respondent: It has an introduction and a “do now”. So, an opening. My first five
minutes of class are included in there. And I generally script what I am going to say in
that box. And then it has the introduction to new material, the guided practice, the
independent practice, the exit ticket, closure box, and then a box for assessment, if that is
what’s scheduled for the day.
Kate: OK. What do you normally do for your assessment?
Respondent: I generally have a weekly assessment that covers all of the standards and
objectives for the week. But I also do exit tickets. I try to get them in every single day to
know exactly where my kiddos are that day, because if I don’t know where they are when
they leave me and I find out they don’t know it on Friday, then I’ve lost like four days,
potentially, of instruction.
Kate: OK. What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning and
instructional strategies?
Respondent: It’s really important for my classroom. I teach world history, essentially,
for 6th grade social studies. And there’s a lot of material that’s spiraled through. In
history, civilizations build on the accomplishments and the achievements of other
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civilizations. And so, if the students are lost with one part of it, they are not necessarily
ready for the next level.
So I have to know if we met that goal or not. And then from that, I can reflect and see,
“All right, is it something I just assumed that they knew and I just didn’t teach it? Or do I
need to teach it a different way?”
So doing data analysis really helps keep our class on point and moving towards our goals.
Kate: So do you all have set interim assessments that you do?
Respondent: We do. We have really great interim assessments. I love the interim
assessment for mine, because I generally am able to work collaboratively with my dean
of curriculum and submit these standards that I know that I have taught, so there’s no
surprises in a form of a question that we just haven’t gotten to. So our data always stays
pretty true to what has actually been covered in class, and it’s a pretty nice gauge where
my kids are.
Kate: OK. This is kind of a two part question. What do you believe makes you and your
school successful or unsuccessful?
Respondent: I think what makes myself successful is also what makes the school
successful, and that is just willingness to work as a team and to just be all in for our
students. I mean I’m glad to have given up a lot of my own…I don’t even call it a
freedom, more of a burden to have to create a classroom culture, because there’s already
such a strong culture in my school that it makes me a success and it helps keep the kids
just…they know all of their teachers are working together. There’s not, like, what goes
on in my classroom is better than what goes on next door. There’s no competition with
teachers. It’s just all people with the same vision working towards the end in mind,
which is getting our kids to college.
Kate: OK. Suppose it’s my first year teaching. What specific strategies would you
advise me to incorporate into my lessons to raise student achievement?
Respondent: Is this teaching strategies?
Kate: Yeah.
Respondent: Well, the first thing I would say is to figure out where your students are
when they get to you. So, do some sort of diagnostic first day. But I would also say that
you need to get know your students. So that is doing…I’m all about student
achievement, but I also think if you don’t know your students as individuals and they
don’t know that you really have their interest in mind, that they are not going to be as
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successful, potentially, because they may not know that you really care about them and
that you share a vision.
So I think cultivating relational capacity, relationships with your kids, is equally as
important an achievement. Once they know that you have their back, and that you love
them, and that you are going to work for them, and that you expect them to work for
themselves, that’s equally as important.
Kate: OK.
Participant #13:
Kate: OK. What is your philosophy of teaching?
Respondent: Philosophy of teaching is that management has to come before anything
else. The inability to manage a classroom will make you inefficient in any other area.
Yeah, it’s that simple to me. You have to be able to manage, and everything else should
follow that. If you have your kids respect without trying to be their friend, then
everything else should flow behind that. That you’re certainly not there to entertain the
children. But if you are able to entertain, that makes you an even better teacher if you
can do so while staying in control and managing your class.
Kate: OK. What are the hours of your school day?
Respondent: 7:30 to 4:30.
Kate: OK. So would you say you have more instructional time than a traditional public
school.?
Respondent: Absolutely. A lot more.
Kate: What do you do with the extra time? A lot of schools get out at 2:30. So what do
you do until 4:30?
Respondent: Remediation. We have at least an extra hour of instruction for every
student in the afternoons, an extra hour of instruction divided between math and language
arts each day. And then we’re able to do fine arts things as well.
Kate: Do you think that having more instructional time with students helps to raise
student achievement?
Respondent: Yes.
Kate: Why?
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Respondent: If done well it does. If not done well, my answer a minute ago is not
absolute. But if done well, there’s no question. It’s more time that the children can be
taught. And I think at the end of the day, some would argue that a longer school day is
not beneficial. But if it’s done right there is no question. I mean it’s like practicing
anything else—if you do it the right way, the more hours you put into it, the better you
will get at it.
Kate: OK. Suppose I am a new teacher. What would you say are the most important
elements in a successful lesson and why?
Respondent: The most important elements are to engage your students. So, I guess if you
look at the traditional lesson plan, you have some sort of introduction hook, if you want
to call it that, that would gain their interest, whether it’s posing a question that you will
come back to at the end…
So I think really just gaining their interest. I believe that keeping the pace quick and
allowing the students to work on their own and think on their own throughout the lesson
multiple, multiple times is key.
I don’t like to go in a strict guided practice, independent type practice type order. I like
to do them all mixed together.
Kate: Do you have a specific lesson plan template that you use, or is it individual or
school wide?
Respondent: Yeah, we have one that is…it’s school wide and it’s a strong planning
template that allows you to organize your lessons well.
Kate: How is it broken down?
Respondent: It is broken down with “do now” opening, which would be introduction to
new material, guided practice, an independent practice exit ticket, and then it asks you
what materials you use or need. And it allows you plenty of space to script in questions
and all that good stuff.
Kate: Please explain what you focus on when you are planning your instructional time.
Respondent: Try to focus on the…obviously, the content, getting it across in a clear way.
But that’s not always the way that is…the way that is clear to me is oftentimes not what’s
going to be clear to the students. So I try to think through the lesson in a way that will
engage the students and make them connect with the material.
I think, to me, it’s often more just I can connect to the story just through reading it. But
with them I need it to relate it to, whether it’s their lives or something more current. So
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that’s the main…like, how do I connect this? How do I make them think through this in
a way that makes sense to them?
Kate: OK. What role would you say analyzing data plays in your analyzing and
planning instructional strategies?
Respondent: Not a big enough role. I believe in it. I think it’s a good thing. It’s
valuable to a large degree, but it has to be done right. I mean data for the sake of data is
not helpful. But if you have the right tools and know what you are looking for, I think
it’s very helpful.
So I’m going to plan on using more in the future. I don’t think I’ve used it enough in the
past.
Kate: What assessments do you all have? Is there a set schedule?
Respondent: Yeah. We have quarterly what we call A-NET tests in the middle school,
which are interim assessments that are taken from question banks based on state
assessments that we’ll be taking at the end of the year.
We have a weekly…ideally, we have a weekly assessment each Friday. So we have
weekly assessments, quarterly assessments, semester exams, yearend exams.
Kate: So how do you use the data once you get it?
Respondent: To focus primarily on…it’s broken down in a way that we can find out
which students struggled with each standard, or which questions were missed the most,
which kids are proficient, or basic, or below proficient.
So it’s very useful in that to just, really, for me to pick out individual students who are
clearly lagging to try to figure out the best way to have remediation with them, is the way
I use it.
Kate: So do you normally use your data to do remediation in the extra time, or do you go
back and try to re-teach?
Respondent: Both. Ideally, both. I’ve done both. We’ve done a different schedule in
my grade this year with the extra times. That’s been a little bit more difficult because we
focused on language arts and math a lot. So I haven’t had as much time to remediate my
content.
Kate: What is the schedule?
Respondent: We’ve done different things. So, at the beginning of the year we all had, all
of us being each content teacher, we had a different group each day, so we could
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remediate them. So we could teach or re-teach, you know, a sixth lesson for the week or
a fifth lesson for the week.
But then we switched up where we took, actually, data and broke down the groups into
groups that needed to take the Read 180 program versus groups that needed a lot of math
remediation.
And so, what science and social studies were basically left with were, generally, they
were kids that were already doing pretty well. So remediation was not really necessary.
I guess I think of remediation, I think of bringing them up, but I can push those kids
further to do other things. I don’t know if I answered that question or not.
Kate: This is kind of a two part question. What do you believe makes you and your
school successful or unsuccessful?
Respondent: Successful: this is the strongest culture that I think is out there as far as a
school goes. And it kinda goes back to my philosophy on education and teaching. With
a strong culture in place, the academics will follow if the right steps are followed, which I
think they are being followed.
So culture is the foundation, and then I think just the extra time and the way that we’re
moving in a certain direction academically, I think, is a strong thing. I think also what’s
successful is the middle school culture—I can’t speak to the high school—but the middle
school culture is very supportive and everybody seems to get along very well. So it’s a
fun, happy work environment, which I think is key, especially at a school.
I feel very supported at this school. I feel like it’s a place that my actions will be backed
up by my superiors, by my administration.
Kate: OK. What do you think makes you successful personally as a teacher? Things
you do well.
Respondent: I think I have good relationships with the kids. And again, I’ll just go back
to my philosophy. I think that at the beginning of the year, it’s important to come in and
be very stern if necessary, and really not to form any relationships at the beginning of the
year, and let that build over time once you’ve earned respect and once the students have
seen that you are going to have a classroom that’s going to be your classroom, going to
be a place where learning is going to occur.
So I think that’s the key to success. And then, you know, the personal relationships
follow after that, and the classroom becomes a controlled environment that’s a lot of fun.
Kate: OK. Suppose it is my first year teaching. What specific strategies would you
advise me to incorporate into my lessons to raise student achievement?
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Respondent: Prayer. [laughs]
Kate: And what else?
Respondent: Specific strategies to include in your lesson plans to…
Kate: So, a “do now” or…
Respondent: Yeah, OK. I would think about the things…I would talk to a teacher who
taught your content last year and I would ask them, “By the end of the year, what were
some things that you looked at and you knew for a fact that you wish you had done this
past year?”
Like, I wish I had started giving them challenging multiple choice questions that pushed
them beyond just basic content on day one, instead of halfway through the year. Just
things like that that are very obvious at the end of the year that maybe weren’t as obvious
at the beginning. Include things like that in your daily lessons. So, for a “do now”, that
could be your “do now”—those five multiple choice questions that are related to your
content from a state test or a test that’s harder than that. Just smart planning for the end
of the year, I guess.
Kate: OK.
Participant #14:
Kate: What is your philosophy of teaching?
AH: My philosophy is that everyone of my students has potential to learn and has
individual potential. One of the toughest parts of teaching is finding that individual
potential for each of my students and maximizing it as much as possible.
So, in writing class, students come in not knowing structure or not knowing that they
actually can become great writers. So exposing them to that structure really helps them
grow into the writers that they have potential to be.
Kate: OK. Just quickly explain your day. What time do you come to school? What
time does school start? When do you leave?
AH: I usually get to school between 6:30 and 6:45. And in that time, between about 6:30
and 7:15 I make copies, I get my room ready. I write on the board and just kinda have
everything ready to go.
And then teaching, I teach four classes, each from about 20-25 students. So that’s four
hours of my day. I usually leave school at 5:30. If I have homework club duty it’s
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usually six o’clock. And that’s only once a week. So I’m usually here from about 6:30
to 5:30 on a normal day.
Kate: And what is homework club?
AH: Homework club, when students don’t turn in their homework, we collect it every
morning and have a check off system, so we know if they don’t turn in an assignment to
completion. So if that happens, they stay that say day for an hour after school.
Kate: OK. So you teach four classes. Do you teach any other groups during the day,
remediation or anything like that?
AH: I teach a remediation group two days a week. We usually work on reading skills
and math if they are having trouble in math. Then I teach PE the other two days. That’s
usually just a time when kids can go outside and play football or run around and get extra
energy out of their systems. The last period of the day I teach a focus class.
I have a group of students who are at a third grade reading level and we’re reading a book
together. That’s only a group of about 10 students.
Kate: Do you have that same group every day?
AH: Mm-hmm.
Kate: And for your remediation group two days a week, is it the same group of kids or
does it change up?
AH: It changes up. I pull them that day.
Kate: OK. Do you think that having more instruction time with students helps to raise
student achievement? Why or why not?
AH: I think yes, definitely. I really strongly agree that it does. Having more
instructional time gives us more time to practice skills that we learn in class and kind of
reinforce what we’re learning. So that’s been really valuable in our school day.
Also, I think that it’s valuable just because you can be around the students a lot.
Something that we confront in my writing class, my sixth grade writing class is standard
English and how we practice standard English at school. And when they hear their
teachers speak in a certain way and they practice speaking, just little things even with
how they speak can be influenced in an extended day.
Also, the extra time, the extra hour for remediation or for focus time at the end of the day,
or for orchestra, that time is really valuable to their learning as well.
Kate: So do they have orchestra every day?
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AH: They have orchestra two days a week.
Kate: OK. Suppose I am a new teacher. What would you say are the most important
elements in a successful lesson and why?
AH: I would say the most important elements, I would say most definitely organization.
In my experience I’ve found that when I’m organized and my lesson is going from one
thing to the next, it cuts down on behavior problems. Students are more with it and they
are more engaged in the lesson. And the lesson is overall much more successful. So I
would say organization.
And also, high expectations. If you have one goal for students to reach by the end of the
lesson and you work them up to that goal, I think the lesson can be very successful.
Kate: OK. Please explain what you focus on when you are planning your instructional
time.
AH: When I am planning my instructional time, I focus on my objective for the day. So I
set an objective, and my introduction to new material, my guided practice, everything is
building up to helping the student reach that objective independently by the end of class.
That is always in mind, and then I use strategies to help them get there.
Kate: So do you have like a lesson plan that you have to use, to turn into the dean or the
director or something?
AH: Yes. At my school, at Soulsville, we use a five step lesson plan. Every lesson plan
starts with what we call a “do now”. That is just the opening. It gets students engaged in
the class, ready to learn. That’s usually just a couple of minutes, and then we have the
introduction to new material, then the guided practice and independent practice. After
independent practice they have an exit ticket, which shows me at the end of the lesson
that they’ve mastered the skill I taught.
Kate: OK. So if you had to think about those five steps, which one do you think is the
most important, if any of them?
AH: I have found that, in writing class at least, the most important for each lesson is
guided practice. What I’ve found is when students work together or we do something as
a class or in small groups, they really internalize the skill, because they are hearing it
from me, they are hearing it from each other, and they are working through problems
together. So that’s what I’ve found is very important in my lessons.
And then I’ve noticed that after that they are able to do it on their own. So guided
practice is very important to me.
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Kate: OK. You just briefly talked about exit tickets, but in general, what rule would you
say analyzing data plays in your planning and instructional strategies?
AH: We, as a staff, analyze student data four times a year. And from that data we find
areas where they can improve or where they need to improve. We change our curriculum
and the way we teach a little after analyzing that data.
So what I’ve found by doing this or using these strategies is I can pinpoint areas where
students need to grow, or areas where I need to re-teach. Also, if they are ever tested on
skills we haven’t covered in class, it gives me a gauge of where students are entering new
units and certain areas that we need to focus on.
So it’s really helped me organize my curriculum and be a more effective teacher because
I know exactly where my students are and I know their needs.
Kate: So you do the four per year. Do you do other assessments more often?
AH: As a class, in my classes I did a diagnostic at the very beginning of the year on
skills we’d learn in sixth grade. That kinda just showed me where my students were
coming from and what they had been exposed to before.
Sometimes we analyze our unit assessments. And when we analyze that, I categorize
them by SPI’s so that students can see their mastery of the SPI’s. And everything is
pointed to from that, the T-CAP, where I pick out certain percentages—this shows that
you are proficient, this is advanced proficient. We kinda point to that, and that’s mostly
to boost confidence. And then, also, to show them areas they need to work on.
So from that data, a lot of times that’s how I get my list for remediation during my
remediation hours if they haven’t mastered a skill yet.
Kate: Do you ever meet with other teachers, kind of from the same grade level, to go
over data?
AH: I work really closely with the reading teacher in sixth grade because we’re kind of
partners with the language arts. So if she’s teaching or re-teaching a certain skill, like
main idea, I will reinforce that in writing class in a way that is specific to what I am
teaching.
For instance, when students are writing essays, I remind them that they need one main
idea when they are writing an essay. And I connect it to when we read passages how
every author has a purpose and a main idea. So we kind of help each other that way.
And we analyze data together so we know exactly where our kids are and what their
needs are.
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Kate: OK. What do you believe makes you and your school successful or unsuccessful?
AH: I think that one thing that really helps our school be successful is the culture that
we’ve established. What I’ve found is that when there is a support system and there is a
system in place for behavior, and students know the expectation and they know the
consequences if they don’t meet the expectation, it really helps them focus in class, and it
helps our learning time; it helps our learning time be maximized.
So that’s been great. Another thing that’s helped our school be successful in the focus on
data analysis. I’m a new teacher, and so what I’ve found is that by analyzing data, it
really has shown me where my students need more growth or skills my students have
mastered. And it helps me when I reflect on my teaching, because I look back at how I
taught certain lessons or certain units and it shows me what I can improve.
Kate: OK. So what would you say you do personally that makes you successful as a
teacher to maximize student achievement?
AH: I think as a teacher something that I do is I mix it up, and I differentiate my lessons
to the point where students don’t know what a certain day holds. So we might be doing a
gallery walk, or we might be doing group work, or a PowerPoint, or a game, even, to
learn. So I think that variety really helps them stay engaged. It gets away from the
boring structure of lessons.
What I’ve found is that helps them internalize it more because they remember certain
lessons and they remember the skills they learned from those lessons.
Something else I think helps me be successful is just commitment to my students and my
school because that motivates…or my students motivate me. They make me want to
work hard for them. So that’s helped me be a successful teacher.
Kate: OK. Tell me real quick what a gallery walk is.
AH: A gallery walk is when…it’s a different way to take notes. I usually section the
notes into four different subtopics. The students will be on what we call Code Red when
nobody is talking, and I will have guided notes for them. So they spend usually four or
five minutes at each station and we rotate, and they take notes…The stations will be
around the room. They take notes from each station and usually have some independent
or guided practice at the bottom, and then we rotate and they go to the next station.
So it’s just a different way for them to take notes in a unit.
Kate: OK. Suppose it’s my first year teaching. What specific strategies would you
advise me to incorporate into my lessons to raise student achievement?
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AH: I would most definitely encourage you to have a “do now” at the beginning of every
class, because when students walk in and they have something to do that is helping them
become engaged in the lesson, that really helps just the flow of the lesson, and it helps
their brains be more focused that day.
Also, I would encourage an exit ticket. I tell my students it’s kind of their time to show
off what they learned that day. So it kind of helps their confidence, encourages them that
way. But then also shows me, I can analyze it and see who’s mastered it, what my next
day teaching should look like. If they’ve mastered it I can move on. If not, I maybe
should teach it in a different way.
So those two things, the “do now” and the exit ticket, have been really valuable.
Kate: If you look at the exit tickets, do you go back and even look at your lesson for the
next day and try to tweak things, or do you kind of look at the next week, or even a unit?
AH: It depends on…If just a few students are getting it, usually I’ll make the next day’s
“do now” more focused on the skills I taught that day. Or if a lot of students are still not
mastering the skill, I’ll tweak the next day’s lesson, maybe even push it back a day if I
have to and totally take a different approach. That’s only happened once or twice. So
usually, I can just tweak the next day’s lesson and just reinforce those skills and they
have it by then. And, of course, I give them another exit ticket just to make sure.
Kate: So do they get to see how they do in their exit ticket the next day?
AH: Sometimes they do. Sometimes we have little pop quizzes where we grade them, or
sometimes I pass them back. So, yeah. I would say about 50% of the time they do.
Kate: Are they excited to know how they did?
AH: Yeah, usually.
Kate: Competition. [laughs]
AH: Yeah. I always have competitions in my classroom.
Participant #15:
Kate: What is your philosophy of teaching?
LD: I believe that all students can learn. They do learn with the right inputs or the major
inputs—what happens in the classroom. Teachers must teach and meet students where
they are. Differentiation is important in the classroom, and the other support services are
needed as well to make sure the kids do learn.
But all students can learn given the right inputs.
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Kate: OK. Just briefly describe your school day. What time do you start? What time do
you end?
LD: My day begins at 7:20—I arrive at school. Students enter the building at 7:30—my
community base or homeroom. My first class starts at 8:00. In Math we do 90 minute
blocks. And since I’m an 8th grade teacher, we have three of those a day. So I have three
90 minute blocks. I do have two one hour planning periods throughout the day that I use
to prepare documents, and then I have a personal lunch.
At the end of the day we have what we call Focus, and I meet with the low performing
students for an hour.
Kate: You meet with the same group of students every day?
LD: Yes.
Kate: OK. Do you think that having more instructional time with students helps to raise
student achievement? Why or why not?
LD: I definitely agree that quality time, extra quality time with students, raises student
achievement. I’ve seen cases where schools have delegated more time for kids to be on
task in a specific subject but it’s not quality time; it’s not spent very well. But if you
have the time and you actually spend it well and plan it well, yes, it will be beneficial to
the students.
Kate: OK. Suppose I am a new teacher. What would you say are the most important
elements in a successful lesson and why?
LD: The opening I think is very important. At that point you are grabbing the students’
attention. You are setting the tone of your lesson. And also, the independent practice. I
failed to do that my first year—really allowing enough time during class for kids to work
independently, because at that point you are there to assist the student.
So the opening and independent practice I think are very important.
Kate: So what types of things would you do during that opening?
LD: I try to relate the lesson to the student’s personal life, I mean whatever can, whether
it’s an R&B singer, a NBA player, dealing with taxes—I talk about going to the mall,
buying the latest pair of tennis shoes. Just something the kids can relate to. At that point
you’ve brought them into your lesson.
Kate: What would be an example of something you would do during independent
practice?
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LD: Independent practice I usually assign a set of problems for the kids to work on, and
during that time I walk around and monitor kids. And if they have questions at that point,
I’m available. And I also assign other students to assist when they finish and have them
check over their work.
Kate: OK. Please explain what you focus on when you are planning your instructional
time.
LD: I guess I plan with the end in mind. I know the objectives, the state standards, and I
know what I want my kids to accomplish by the end of the lesson. So I plan my lesson
around that. That’s from the opening to the actual lecture, guided practice and
independent practice, it all lead toward that end result. And even the exit ticket—
mastering that objective for the day.
Kate: OK. What role would you say analyzing data plays in your planning and
instructional strategies?
LD: Very important. It helps me to devise, when I do groups, even independent practice,
where I seat kids in the classroom. And during my Focus time, as I said earlier, that’s
when I have my low performance students, so I am able to track the specific objectives
that kids need to master so I’m not just re-teaching things just to be re-teaching them, or
re-teaching them knowing which kids need the specific instruction.
Kate: OK. Do you, as a school, have specific assessments that you have to give, or do
you just give assessments in your class?
LD: We do have a weekly assessment…well, I create that assessment, and I give it the
last day of the week. We also do other formative assessments. We use A-NET and it
provides us with data. I mean very quickly we get data back showing where kids are on
specific objectives. It also groups kids and shows us those bucket kids that are doing
very close to proficiency, which helps us to better plan our lessons.
Kate: OK. What is A-NET exactly?
LD: It’s an achievement network. It started up North and just moved into Tennessee.
About 9-10 schools are a part of the network right now. Next year it’s doubled to about
20 schools.
Kate: All charter schools?
LD: All charter schools.
Kate: So then once you get that information, do you meet with other members of your
team, or 8th grade teachers or middle school teachers?
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LD: Yes. We do that. I actually meet with my data coach and we talk about the data, and
my school director as well. We also have, on the calendar they schedule, like, data days
throughout the year. We have four of them, one for each time that we actually test kids.
That Saturday, usually after the test, we meet as a whole and we talk about kids, we talk
about strategies, and we begin to work on what we call our battle plan, which is our plan
for the next month, focusing on those objectives where kids didn’t score as high as they
need to. And we work on a calendar of objectives.
Kate: OK. This is a two part question: What do you believe makes you and your school
successful or unsuccessful?
LD: I think what makes us successful is focusing on student achievement. I mean we
have, I would say, probably the best…Well, no, let me rephrase that. I think that we
focus on a lot on structure, on behavior; we have in the past. And when people come to
our school that’s probably one of the first things that they notice upon walking into our
classroom or into the hallway—our students walking to the right.
But I think what’s most important, what makes us stand out, is our focus on student
achievement. Structure is one thing—we know that it helps and supports what we do in
the classroom. It’s not our focus.
And also, we want all of our kids to go to college. That’s a part of the mission of the
school. We supply t he academic rigorous environment. It’s music rich. Ultimately, we
want our kids to go to college. Not only to go to college, but to be successful in college
and graduate, and to have various life opportunities.
Kate: OK. So what do you think makes you successful as a teacher?
LD: Well when I get those results back and I really prepare great lessons and I get the
results, even from exit tickets each day and weekly assessments. I mean I’m able to see
that I’m making an impact on kids and preparing them for college. I mean even in the 8th
grade I’m doing my part to support the next teacher. You know, the Algebra 1 teacher
now, which will lead to Calculus. So that makes me, I think, very…it makes me happy
to know that I’m doing my part to support kids.
Kate: OK. Suppose it is my first year teaching. What specific strategies would you
advise me to incorporate into my lessons to raise student achievement?
LD: Well, when you think about incorporating things into your lessons, first it’s
important to have the data, if you have it, if it’s available, to look at it and know where
your kids are. And that kind of guides you in the process of how to approach different
standards.
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For me, math, I know that—I taught 6th grade before—if kids can’t add, I know that’s
something I need to deal with before I can talk about perimeter and how to add things.
Just knowing where my kids are, knowing where your kids are, and having those building
blocks in place. If they don’t have the skills that are needed, go back and teach those
skills to make sure that your lessons are successful.
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